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INTRODUCTION
Subliminal p e rc ep t io n  i s  the  impression of in form at ion  upon the  
mind, below th e  th re s h o ld  of conscious  awareness .  By i t s  very na tu re  
of being o u t s id e  the  realm of an i n d i v i d u a l ' s  consc ious  s t a t e  of aware­
n e s s ,  i t  i s  unique among a l l  forms of a u d i to ry  and v isua l  com­
munica t ion .  To many peop le ,  the  concept of sub l imina l  pe rcep t io n  i s  
d i s t u r b i n g .  Few in d i v i d u a l s  f e e l  comfortab le  knowing t h a t  they  are 
being in f luenced  by in form at ion  over which they  have no consc ious  
awareness .  Whether the  in form at ion  i s  being p re sen ted  i n t e n t i o n a l l y ,  
or whether i t  i s  simply the  subconscious  f i l t e r i n g  of  background 
' n o i s e ' ,  the  p rocess  of subliminal p e rc ep t io n  e x i s t s  w i thout  consc ious  
awareness .  The idea  t h a t  i t  i s  impossible  to  e x e r c i s e  c on t ro l  over the  
p e rc ep t io n  of in form at ion  t h a t  may be a f f e c t i n g  a t t i t u d e s ,  b e h av io r s ,  
and d e c i s i o n s ,  runs  c o n t r a r y  to  f e e l i n g s  of independence and i n d i v i ­
d u a l i t y .  Indeed, i t  i s  t h i s  lack of con t ro l  t h a t  has f o s t e r e d  so much 
of the  c o n t ro v e rsy  and c r i t i c i s m  surrounding  the  phenomenon of su b l im i ­
nal p e rc e p t io n .
The i n t e n t i o n a l  p r e s e n t a t i o n  of subl imina l  in form at ion  can be 
accomplished through the  use of e i t h e r :  1) T a c h is to sc o p ic  methods t h a t
supply  th e  message a t  speeds h igher  than an i n d i v i d u a l ' s  level  of 
consc ious  p e rc e p t io n ;  or 2) The embedding of symbolic images in a p r i n t  
medium.
The purpose of t h i s  paper i s  to  p re sen t  a comprehensive review of 
th e  e x i s t i n g  l i t e r a t u r e  on subliminal p e rc ep t io n  with the  fo l lowing 
goa ls  in mind:
1) Discuss th e  e f f e c t s  of c o n te n t ,  t im ing ,  i n t e r v a l  and e x te n t  
of  cues upon the  pe rcep t io n  p rocess .
2
2) Assess the  degree of in f lu en c e  t h a t  a s u b j e c t ' s  p r e d i s p o s i ­
t i o n s  have upon a t t i t u d e  and behavio r  changes using subliminal 
s t i m u l i .
3) Evaluate  the  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  of subliminal dev ices  t h a t  are  
c u r r e n t l y  being marketed to  consumers.
4) Synthes ize  p re s e n t  a d m in i s t r a t i v e  and case  law to  de termine 
th e  legal  s t a t u s  of sub l im ina l  technology ,  e s p e c i a l l y  
rega rd ing  c u r r e n t  commercial a p p l i c a t i o n s .
5) Discuss the  p u b l i c ' s  p e rc e p t io n s  of subl imina l  a d v e r t i s i n g .
6) Review th e  e t h i c a l  i s su e s  involved in the  implementation and 
development of sub l imina l  technology .
7) Develop a p r o f i l e  f o r  the  f u t u r e  use of sub l imina l  pe rcep t io n  
in a marketing environment .
The r e c o g n i t i o n  of the  concept of subliminal p e rc ep t io n  d a te s  back 
to  the  w r i t i n g s  of Democritus,  P la to  and A r i s t o t l e . *  In modern t im es ,  
t h e  French p h y s i c i s t  and ph i lo sophe r  "L e ibn i tz  seems to  have been 
among the  f i r s t  to  p o in t  out p o s s ib l e  e f f e c t s  from sub l im ina l  s t im u l i "  
( C o l l i e r ,  R. M., 1940, p. 5 ) .  L e ib n i tz  r e a l i z e d  t h a t  n o t i c e a b le  p e r ­
c ep t io n  e x i s t s  along a continuum, saying t h a t  " .  . . t h e r e  are  c o u n t l e s s  
i n d i c a t o r s  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a t  every moment an i n f i n i t y  of p e rc ep t io n s  
w i th in  us ,  but w i thout  a p p r e c i a t i o n  and without r e f l e x i o n ;  . . .because  
th e  impress ions  are  e i t h e r  too small or too numerous, so t h a t  each i s  
not d i s t i n c t i v e  by i t s e l f ,  but n e v e r th e l e s s  in combinations  with o th e r s  
each has i t s  e f f e c t  and makes i t s e l f  f e l t ,  a t  l e a s t  c on fused ly ,  in the  
whole" ( L e i b n i t z ,  G. W., 1898, p. 370) .
*An i n t e r e s t i n g  d i s c u s s io n  of the  e a r l i e s t  w r i t i n g s  on p e rc ep t io n  
can be found in J .  I .  B e a r e ' s  Greek Theor ies  of Elementary C o g n i t io n ; 
From Alcmaeon to  A r i s t o t l e .
3
BACKGROUND
Exper imenta t ion  in the  f i e l d  of subliminal p e rc ep t io n  ca n  be 
t r a c e d  back to  the  l a t e  1800s; however, i t  was not u n t i l  F i s h e r ' s  s t u ­
d ie s  in the  1950s ( F i s h e r ,  C .,  1954 and 1955),  and the  well known movie 
t h e a t r e  exper iment conducted by market r e s e a r c h e r  James Vicary ,  t h a t  
th e  phenomenon caught the  i n t e r e s t  of experimental  p s y c h o lo g i s t s  as 
well as the  general  p u b l i c .  During the  1960s, many of th e se  e x p e r i ­
ments were c r i t i c i z e d  f o r  lack ing  proper methodology. The l a r g e s t  
s i n g l e  compla in t  l e v e led  a t  th e  subl imina l  advocates  d e a l t  with t h e i r  
i n a b i l i t y  to  c o n t ro l  the  in f l u e n c e  of " p a r t i a l  c u e s " . 2
In 1966, G uthr ie  and Wiener o f f e re d  the  exp lana t ion  t h a t  " the  
p a r t - c u e  response  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  model remains a t e n ab le  e x p lan a t io n  
f o r  pe rcep tua l  behavior  a sc r ib ed  to  subliminal pe rcep t io n "  (G u th r ie ,
G. & Wiener,  M., 1966, p. 619).  This view has been c o nv inc ing ly  coun­
t e r e d  by Silverman and Shapiro ,(1967, 1968, 1976), p robably  th e  b e s t  
known and c e r t a i n l y  most pub l ished  r e s e a r c h e r s  using the  subl imina l  
p e rc ep t io n  p rocess  f o r  s tu d i e s  in to  p sch o a n a ly t ic  t h e o ry .  In t h e i r  
1967 a r t i c l e  they  make the  po in t  t h a t :
" I t  i s  t r u e  t h a t  e a r l y  exper iments  which attempted to 
demonstra te  a sub l im ina l  e f f e c t  were h igh ly  v u ln e rab le  to  the  
c r i t i c i s m  t h a t  th e  e f f e c t s  r e p o r te d  could have been a t t r i b u ­
t a b l e  to  p a r t i a l  cues .  For the  c r i t e r i o n  of s u b l i m i n a l i t y  in 
th e se  s t u d i e s  revolved  around S ' s  ( s u b j e c t s )  verbal r e p o r t  of 
what he saw during ascending (and some times descending)  
t h r e s h o ld  p rocedu res .  Cogent c r i t i c i s m s  of t h i s  type of c r i ­
t e r i o n  have been made ( e . g . ,  E r ikson ,  1960),  but i t  i s  impor­
t a n t  to  note  t h a t  th e se  c r i t i c i s m s  did not go unheeded. The 
proponents  of  sub l imina l  pe rcep t io n  then in t roduced the
2P a r t i a l  cueing r e f e r s  to  the  p o s s i b i l i t y  of in f lu en c in g  a sub­
j e c t s  response  through th e  u n in te n t io n a l  communication of sup ra l im ina l  
in fo rm at ion  on t h e  p a r t  of the  exper imenters  or the  exper imental  p ro ­
ces s  i t s e l f .
sugges ted  r ig o r o u s  procedure  i n to  t h e i r  exper iments  in o rde r  
to  dete rmine  whether the  r e s u l t s  ob ta ined  could be a t t r i b u t e d  
to  p a r t i a l  cues .  The most n o tab le  of  th e se  was the 
" d i s c r i m in a t io n  ta sk "  which c o n s i s t s  of  th e  fo l lowing  p ro c e ­
dure .  Experimental  and c on t ro l  s t im u l i  a re  p re sen ted  r a n ­
domly under the  same t a c h i s t o s c o p i c  c o n d i t io n s  as they  were 
in the  experiment proper  and S ' s  t a sk  i s  simply to  t e l l  them 
a p a r t .  Presumably i f  the  s t im u l i  are y i e l d i n g  d i f f e r e n t  p a r ­
t i a l  cues .  . . a  b e t t e r  than chance d i s c r im in a t io n  should be 
made. Yet in a number of s t u d i e s  ( e . g . ,  Spence & Holland 
1962; F i s s ,  Goldberg & K le in ,  1963; Silverman and Silverman, 
1964).  . .a lm os t  a l l  S ' s  were unable  to  make t h i s  d i s c r im in a ­
t i o n .  . . . Thus, to  the  e x te n t  t h a t  p a r t i a l  in format ion  was 
a v a i l a b l e  f o r  c e r t a i n  S ' s ,  i f  anything i t  seemed to  handicap 
r a t h e r  than help  the  demonstra t ion  of sub l imina l  e f f e c t "  
(S ilverman, L. H.,  S p i ro ,  R. N., 1967, p. 325).
Silverman and Spiro have conducted ex ten s iv e  r e sea rc h  in to  the  
a rea  of p sy ch o an a ly t ic  th eo ry  using the  sub l imina l  pe rcep t io n  p ro c e ss .  
Most of t h e i r  s t u d i e s  have cen te red  around th e  p sychoana ly t ic  p r o p o s i ­
t i o n  t h a t  c e r t a i n  types  of psychopathology are  r e l a t e d  to  unconscious  
c o n f l i c t s  over ag g re s s io n .  They have c o n s i s t e n t l y  shown t h a t :  1)
p a th o lo g ic a l  t h in k in g  and o th e r  " c l i n i c a l  r e a c t i o n s "  were always s ign i  
f i c a n t l y  in c reased  a f t e r  exposure to  the  a g g re s s iv e  subl imina l  s t im u l i
2) exposure  to  the  n e u t ra l  subliminal cues caused no in c re a se  in patho 
lo g i c a l  phenomena; 3) the  s u b je c t s  were not a f f e c t e d  by supra! imina l  
exposure  to  th e  same s t i m u l i ;  and 4) the  s u b je c t s  were c o n s i s t e n t l y  
unable  to  c o n sc io u s ly  d i s c r i m i n a t e ,  on a b e t t e r  than chance b a s i s ,  be t  
ween the  a g g re s s iv e  and n e u t r a l  s t i m u l i .
Thus, as Dixon (1971) p o in t s  out in h i s  e x h au s t iv e  and s c h o la r ly  
book t r a c i n g  r e sea rc h  in t h i s  a r e a ,  a c a r e f u l  review o f  a l l  the  p e r ­
t i n e n t  l i t e r a t u r e  to  d a te  leads  one to  the  conclus ion  t h a t  subliminal 
r e g i s t r a t i o n  has been demonst ra ted beyond any rea sonab le  doubt.  "As a 
r e s u l t  of being t e s t e d  in e i g h t  d i f f e r e n t  c o n t e x t s ,  sub l imina l  s t im ula  
t i o n  has been shown to  a f f e c t  dreams, memory, a d ap ta t io n  l e v e l ,
consc ious  p e r c e p t io n ,  verbal b e h av io r ,  emotional r e s p o n se s ,  d r iv e  
r e l a t e d  beh av io r ,  and p e rcep tua l  t h r e s h o ld s "  (Dixon, 1981, p.  320).
Although the  a v a i l a b l e  l i t e r a t u r e  po in t s  out t h a t  sub l im ina l  s t i ­
muli are  r e t a i n e d  f o r  an undefined per iod  of t ime in the  subconscious  
and do have an e f f e c t  upon those  s t a t e s ,  market r e s e a r c h e r s  s tudying  
the  phenomena con t inue  to  complica te  t h e i r  e f f o r t s  a t  f in d in g  beha­
v io r a l  e f f e c t s  by seeking to  s u b s t a n t i a t e  the  e x i s t e n c e  of  th e  phenome 
non i t s e l f .
I t  has been widely  accepted t h a t  the  subconscious  p lays  a substan  
t i a l  r o l e  in the  buying behavior  of an i n d i v i d u a l .  The degree  of 
e f f e c t  may vary  among d e c i s i o n s ,  and i t s  t o t a l  e f f e c t  may never be 
known. However, th e  su cce ss fu l  use of  subliminal s t im u l i  f o r  com­
municating in fo rm at ion  must by t h e i r  very na tu re  remain in th e  sub­
consc ious  s t a t e .
VARIABLES OF ADMINISTRATION
Given t h a t  th e  p r e s e n ta t i o n  of subl imina l  in form at ion  can indeed 
have an e f f e c t  on the  subconscious s t a t e  of a p a r t i c u l a r  i n d i v i d u a l ,  i 
next becomes necessa ry  to  review i s su e s  regard ing  the  method of admi­
n i s t r a t i o n  subl imina l  s t i m u l i .  Content ,  t im ing ,  i n t e r v a l ,  e x t e n t  and 
p r e d i s p o s i t i o n  a re  the  primary v a r i a b l e s  of a d m in i s t r a t i o n  t h a t  can 
a f f e c t  the  process  of subl imina l  p e rc e p t io n .  The impact t h a t  each of 
th e  v a r i a b l e s  has upon the  p rocess  can be b e t t e r  unders tood by con­
s i d e r i n g  them independen t ly .
Content
Content r e f e r s  to  the  subs tance  of th e  subl imina l  cue.  When 
a t tem pt ing  to  produce a c l i n i c a l  e f f e c t  upon a s u b j e c t ' s  subconsc ious ,
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t h e  message t h a t  i s  be ing perce ived  p lays  a v i t a l  r o l e .  "A s t imulus  
c o n ta in in g  w i s h - r e l a t e d  co n ten t  f i r s t  should make c o n ten t  with d e r i v a ­
t i v e s  of  the  r e l a t e d  wish i f  the  wish i s  c u r r e n t l y  a c t i v e  in the  
in d i v i d u a l "  (S i lverman,  L. H., 1976, p. 625).  This sugges ts  t h a t  i f  a 
person f i n d s  the  concept t h a t  u n d e r l i e s  the  subliminal s t im u l i  to  be 
a c c e p ta b l e ,  i t  i s  more l i k e l y  t h a t  the  s t im u l i  w i l l  be able  to  provoke 
a consc ious  re sponse .  On the  o th e r  hand, i f  the  concept r e l a t i n g  to  
th e  wish is '  deemed unaccep tab le  to  the  s u b j e c t ,  i t  i s  u n l i k e l y  t h a t  the  
s t im u lus  w i l l  ga in  access  to  awareness.  The exp ress ion  of the  s u b l im i ­
nal s t im ulus  w i l l  be more l i k e l y  to  e x i s t  e n t i r e l y  w i th in  t h a t  i n d i v i ­
dual ' s  subconsc ious .
"In a t y p i c a l  exper iment (Dixon, 1956),  s u b je c t s  were asked 
to  ' w r i t e  down th e  f i r s t  word t h a t  comes to  mind'  every t ime 
they  rece iv ed  a sup ra l im ina l  v i sua l  s i g n a l .  These s ig n a l s  
were p receded ,  f o r  a l t e r n a t e  re sp o n se s ,  by subl imina l  a u d i ­
t o r y  p r e s e n t a t i o n  of  s in g l e  Engl ish  words c l a s s i f i e d  in terms 
of emotional backing . So f a r  as the  su b je c t  was concerned,  
th e  exper iment c o n s i s t e d  of g iv ing  s in g l e  word f r e e  a s s o ­
c i a t i o n s  to  a f l a s h  of l i g h t .  Contrary  to  e x p e c t a t i o n ,  the  
re sponses  given in t h i s  s i t u a t i o n  were not i d e n t i c a l  with  the  
s t im u lus  i tems .  That the  s u b j e c t s  had responded to  the  
meaning of the  s t im ulus  words was, however, sugges ted by a 
p o s i t i v e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between the  e m o t io n a l i ty  of the  s t im u­
lu s  word and the  s u b je c t s  response  l a t e n c y  ( i . e . ,  th e  t ime i t  
took him to th in k  of a word fo l lowing  th e  l i g h t  s i g n a l ) .
Moreover, an examinat ion of the  verbal responses  suggested 
th e s e  to  be a s s o c i a t i o n s ,  o f t e n  of a Freudian k ind ,  to  the  
immediately p reced ing  s t im u lus"  (Dixon, 1971, p. 72).
The co n ten t  o f  the  word i s  being s u b l im in a l ly  impressed upon the  mind,
although the  consc iousness  i s  unable  to  c o r r e c t l y  i d e n t i f y  the  s p e c i f i c
s t r u c t u r e  of the  word i t s e l f .  When co n ten t  of the  cue i s  cons idered  in
a marketing c o n t e x t ,  t h e r e  are  seve ra l  i m p l i c a t i o n s .  I f  the  o b j e c t i v e
of th e  p rocess  i s  to  e s t a b l i s h  or r e i n f o r c e  a p a r t i c u l a r  word s p e c i f i c
concept upon the  s u b j e c t ,  the  subl imina l  r e c e p t io n  of t h a t  concept may
not be c o n sc io u s ly  pe rce ived  in i t s  in tended c o n te x t .  For example,
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c o n s id e r  the  fo l lowing  p a r t i a l  r e p l i c a t i o n  of the  a s s o c i a t i o n  t a b l e  
produced through th e  p r e v io u s ly  mentioned s tudy (Dixon, 1956):
TABLE 1
Subliminal
Stimulus Response
b i r t h gnome
pubic hole
f i g u r e log
woman mother
wet water
cool tem pera tu re
red meat
blue car
One f i n d s  t h a t  the  consc ious  re sp o n ses ,  a l though s i m i l a r  and r e l a t e d ,  
do not a c c u r a t e l y  r e f l e c t  the  d e f i n i t i v e  meaning of  the  subliminal s t i ­
mulus.  The subconscious  f e e l i n g s  t h a t  are  be ing aroused appear to  be 
a p p l i c a b l e  to  p sc h o a n a ly t i c  a n a l y s i s .  These f e e l i n g s  a re  in a p p r o p r i a t e  
to  a marketing s i t u a t i o n ,  due mainly to  a lack of d i r e c t i o n a l  c o n t r o l .  
The a s s o c i a t i o n s  t h a t  are  made o f f e r  no in d i c a t i o n  t h a t  brand p r e ­
f e r e n c e  could be developed from any s p e c i f i c  wording of the  s t i m u l i .
In the  case  of d r iv e  l e v e l ,  i t  appears t h a t  i t  would be p o s s ib l e  to  
develop a s s o c i a t i o n s  t h a t  would r e f l e c t  th e  d e s i r e d  behav io r .  Whether 
t h i s  r e f l e c t i o n  of th e  p o s s ib l e  behavior would ever m an ife s t  i t s e l f  
i n t o  purchasing  behavior  remains u n c le a r .
One of th e  few s t u d i e s  t h a t  have been conducted i n to  subliminal 
i n f lu e n c e  on d r iv e  leve l  and brand p re fe re n c e ,  (Hawkins, 1970) 
concluded with t h i s  o b s e r v a t io n ,  " the  ques t ion  of whether a s s o c i a t i o n s  
with behav iora l  consequences can be induced with subliminal s t im ul i  
remains open. Perhaps a l a r g e r  number of  exposures  or a more 
s k i l l f u l l y  composed sub l imina l  message (emphasis mine) could in f lu en ce
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cho ice  behavior"  (p .  325) .  However, Hawkins did f in d  t h a t  the  s u b l im i ­
nal p r e s e n t a t i o n  of  the  s t im u l i  "Drink Coke" and "Coke" r e s u l t e d  in a 
h ighe r  r e p o r te d  t h i r s t  r a t i n g .  Thus, a l though d r iv e  level  in c re a s e d ,  
brand p re fe re n ce  did no t .  However, subsequent  a t tempts  to  r e p l i c a t e  
Hawkin's exper iment have even f a i l e d  to  produce an inc reased  d r iv e  
l e v e l .  This could mean t h a t  e i t h e r :  1) ^'Hawkins' r e s u l t s  may have
simply been a type  one e r r o r ,  e s p e c i a l l y  in view of the  f a c t  t h a t  o th e r  
t r i e s  have been made" (S a e g e r t ,  1979, p.  55);  o r  2) the  co n ten t  of  the  
cue in the  a d d i t io n a l  s t u d i e s  d i f f e r e d  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  ( i . e . ,  George & 
J en n in g s ,  1975); or  3) o th e r  d i f f e r e n c e s  in methodology s i g n i f i c a n t l y  
a f f e c t e d  the  r e s u l t s  ( i . e . ,  t im in g ,  p r e s e n t a t i o n  method, i n t e r v a l ,  
e x t e n t ) .  Whether Hawkins' s tudy ,  r e g a r d l e s s  of s t im u l i  c o n te n t ,  can be 
cons ide red  as w i th in  th e  realm of subl imina l  pe rcep t io n  depends upon 
th e  c o n d i t i o n s  of a p p l i c a b i l i t y  t h a t  a re  s e t  f o r t h .
Dixon (1981) has p re sen ted  the  fo l lowing  t h r e e  c r i t e r i a  as being 
n ece s sa ry  in v a l i d a t i n g  the  p e rc ep t io n  of  a subliminal p r e s e n t a t i o n .
1) The e l i c i t i n g  of c o n t in g en t  responses  by s t im u la t io n  below the  
a b so lu t e  awareness t h r e s h o l d ,  where t h i s  th r e s h o ld  i s  i t s e l f  de f ined  as 
th e  lowest  level  of s t imulus  energy a t  which the  su b je c t  ever  r e p o r t s  
hea r ing  (or s ee ing )  anything of the  s t im u lu s .
2) The r e t r o s p e c t i v e  r e p o r t i n g  by the  su b jec t  t h a t  he n e i t h e r  saw 
nor heard anyth ing of the  s t im u lu s .
3) The occur rence  of c o n t in g en t  r e sp o n se s ,  w i thout  rep o r ted
's..
awareness of th e  s t im u lu s ,  t h a t  d i f f e r  q u a l i t a t i v e l y  from those  e l i ­
c i t e d  by the  same s t im ulus  when p resen ted  above the  awareness 
t h r e s h o ld  (p.  18).
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Content of the  s t im u l i  can be d i scu ssed  in r e l a t i o n  to  the  t h i r d  
c r i t e r i o n .  In th e  s t u d i e s  of d r ive  level  and brand awareness t h a t  have 
been conducted t o  da te  (Hawkins, 1970; George & Jenn ings ,  1975; Bryne, 
1959; Spence, 1964),  each s tu d y ,  w i thout  e x ce p t io n ,  has f a i l e d  to  meet 
the  t h i r d  c r i t e r i o n  as p re sen ted  by Dixon. For example, in a 1975 
s tudy  by George & J en n in g s ,  an a ttempt was made to  in f lu en ce  the  buying 
behav io r  of a t e s t  group comprised of u n i v e r s i t y  s t u d e n t s .  The e x p e r i ­
mental group was p re sen ted  with the  sub l imina l  s t im ulus  "Hershey 's  
C h oco la te" ,  p ro j e c t e d  over a meaningful background using a s l i d e  p ro ­
j e c t o r .  Although no mention was made of the  sup ra l im ina l  s t imulus  
re sponse  value of  the  cue,  i t  can be assumed t h a t  i t  would not d i f f e r  
q u a l i t a t i v e l y  from the  subl imina l  p r e s e n t a t i o n .  The ques t ion  of 
whether i t  i s  p o s s ib l e  to  d i sco v e r  a cueing c o n ten t  t h a t  would serve  to  
a l t e r  buying behavior  remains unanswered. "So f a r  as ind iv id u a l  
l a b o r a t o r y  s t u d i e s  a re  concerned,  the  evidence sugges ts  t h a t ,  whereas 
verbal behav ior  can be a f f e c t e d  by subl imina l  s t i m u l i ,  t h e se  may have 
l i t t l e  e f f e c t  upon o th e r  o v e r t  a c t s  o f  c h o ic e . "  (Dixon, 1971, p. 176)
Timing and Threshold  
Timing of th e  subl imina l  p r e s e n t a t i o n  r e f e r s  to  the  length  of  
exposure  of th e  cue.  To a l a rg e  degree ,  the  g r e a t e s t  in f lu en ce  t h a t  
t im ing  and exposure  have upon the  pe rcep t io n  process  i s  i n d i v i d u a l l y  
dependent.  D i f f e r e n t  in d iv id u a l s  have vary ing  l e v e l s  of th re sh o ld  
awareness .  The th re s h o ld  of awareness f o r  each in d iv id u a l  v a r i e s  over 
time and depends upon a wide range of c i r c u m s t a n t i a l  v a r i a b l e s .  The 
r e a c t i o n  th r e s h o ld  has been r e f e r e d  to  as the  . .minimal e f f e c t i v e  
r e a c t i o n  p o t e n t i a l  which w i l l  evoke observab le  r e a c t i o n "  (Hull ,  1952, 
p.  324).  Somewhat s i m i l a r ,  y e t  o p e r a t i o n a l l y  d i f f e r e n t ,  i s  the
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r e c o g n i t i o n  th r e s h o l d .  The r e c o g n i t i o n  th re s h o ld  can b e s t  be viewed as 
a continuum; ranging from a leve l  a t  which no in form at ion  i s  provided 
to  the  r e c e i v e r ,  t o  a level  a t  which maximum inform at ion  i s  p rovided .  
Within the  realm of subl imina l  p e r c e p t io n ,  one can view an i n d i v i d u a l ' s  
t h r e s h o ld  as the  p o in t  a t  which he would r a t h e r  say t h a t  he had been 
unaware of the  s t im ulus  as opposed to aware (Swets,  1964).
The problems t h a t  are  encounte red  using the  method of verbal 
d e s c r i p t i o n ,  when c o n s id e r in g  th re s h o ld  awareness,  have been s ing led  
ou t  by Er iksen  (1960) among o t h e r s .  "The p o p u l a r i t y  of a d e f i n i t i o n  of 
awareness in terms of verbal r e p o r t  i s  u n d e rs tan d a b le .  I t  c r e a t e s  the  
i l l u s i o n  of o p e r a t io n a l  p r e c i s io n  and helps  to  mask the  f a c t  t h a t  many 
of the  more impor tant  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of awareness a re  avoided by the  
d e f i n i t i o n "  (E r ik s e n ,  1960, p. 280).  These o th e r  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  can 
be thought of in terms of an i n d i v i d u a l ' s  pe rcep t io n  p r o c e s s e s .  When a 
person becomes aware of a s t im u lu s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  a h ig h ly  complex and 
f a m i l i a r  one,  he may be able  to  r e l a t e  only  a small p o r t i o n  of  h is  
t o t a l  awareness of the  s t im u l i  in a verbal manner ( i . e . ,  a verbal 
d e s c r i p t i o n ,  by i t s e l f ,  p rov ides  l i t t l e  i n s i g h t  in to  an i n d i v i d u a l ' s  
a b i l i t y  to  recogn ize  a f a m i l i a r  f a c e  among a crowd).  A major problem 
t h a t  t h i s  au thor  has found to  e x i s t  among severa l  of  the  marketing s t u ­
d i e s  d ea l ing  with subl imina l  p e rc ep t io n  i s  the  lack of v a l id  p r e t e s t i n g  
(and q u a l i f i c a t i o n  of c o n d i t i o n s )  f o r  th re s h o ld  awareness .  Although 
th e  most f r e q u e n t l y  c i t e d  s tu d i e s  (George & Jenn ings ,  1975; Hawkins, 
1970; Spence & Ehrenberg ,  1964) have inc luded a p r e t e s t i n g  s tage  f o r  
t h r e s h o ld  awareness ,  the  degree of  d i f f e r e n c e  among and between i n d i v i ­
dual t h r e s h o l d s  over t ime r a i s e s  s e r io u s  doubts concern ing t h e i r  metho­
d o lo g ie s .  To i l l u s t r a t e  t h i s  p o i n t ,  the  fo l lowing  ex ce rp t  i s  taken
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from Hawkins, 1970; "The p r e s e n t a t i o n  of  the  sub l im ina l  s t im u l i  took 
p lace  dur ing  a cover exper iment which had th e  s t a t e d  purpose of 
e s t a b l i s h i n g  r e c o g n i t i o n  t h r e s h o ld s  f o r  v a r io u s  brand names. Group I ,  
th e  c o n t ro l  group,  rece ived  the  nonsense s y l l a b l e  NYTP a t  the  
sub l im ina l  speed of 2 .7  m i l l i s e c o n d s  (a p r e t e s t  with  d i f f e r e n t  s u b je c t s  
(emphasis mine) i n d i c a te d  only a s l i g h t l y  b e t t e r  than chance forced  
cho ice  r e c o g n i t i o n  of "something" or no th ing when e i t h e r  the  s t im ulus  
or blank card was shown). . . Recognizing t h a t  i n d i v i d u a l s  have 
d i f f e r e n t  t h r e s h o l d s  and th e se  th re s h o ld s  vary over t ime ,  i t  would have 
been d e s i r a b l e  to  conduct the  p r e t e s t  on th e  same s u b j e c t s  t h a t  were 
a c t i v e l y  involved in the  exper iment .
Due to  major d i f f e r e n c e s  in methodology among th e  subliminal 
market r e sea rc h  ex p er im en ts ,  i t  i s  impossib le  to  compare f in d i n g s  be­
tween s t u d i e s .  L ikewise ,  i t  i s  a lso  d i f f i c u l t  to  compare the  e f f e c t  of 
t iming upon the  f i n d i n g s .  While Hawkins t a c h i s t o s c o p i c a l l y  p re sen ted  
s t im u l i  a t  2 .7  m i l l i s e c o n d s  over an undefined leve l  of  background 
i l l u m i n a t i o n ;  George & Jennings  used a r h e o s t a t i c a l l y  c o n t r o l l e d  s l i d e  
p r o j e c t o r  to  p re s e n t  s t im ulus  a g a in s t  a meaningful background a t  a 
t im ing  leve l  of  1/50 second.
In an a t tempt  to  i s o l a t e  the  e f f e c t s  of t im ing  on percep t ion  
l e v e l s ,  th e  p sycho log ica l  re sea rc h  o f f e r s  some c l a r i f i c a t i o n .  " F i r s t  
in one s tudy  (S i lverman,  1966) S ' s  were d iv ided  in to  two groups of 
which one was shown a g g re s s iv e  and n eu t ra l  s t im u l i  a t  4 m i l l i s e c o n d s ,  
whi le  the  o th e r  was exposed to  the  same s t im u l i  f o r  6 m i l l i s e c o n d s  ( S ' s  
in n e i t h e r  group could make a d i s c r im in a t io n  a t  the  end of the  
e xpe r im en t ) .  There was no s i g n i f i c a n t  d i f f e r e n c e  between the  groups in 
th e  degree to  which they  were a f f e c t e d  by th e  a g g re s s iv e  c o n d i t io n  and
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t h e  n o n s i g n i f i c a n t  t r e n d  was in the  d i r e c t i o n  of a g r e a t e r  e f f e c t  f o r  4 
m i l l i s e c o n d  exposure"  (Silverman & S p i ro ,  1967, p. 329).  At f i r s t  
i n s p e c t i o n ,  i t  would appear t h a t  the  2.7 m i l l i s e c o n d  exposure  l e v e l s  of 
Hawkins' (1970) s tudy would f a l l  below the  level  of subconscious  
p e r c e p t io n .  However, as has been a l ready  mentioned, h i s  p r e t e s t  sub­
j e c t s  did exper ience  " .  . . ( a )  s l i g h t l y  b e t t e r  than chance fo rced  
cho ice  r e c o g n i t i o n  of something or n o th ing" .  The ex p lan a t io n  f o r  t h i s  
d i s c rep an cy  can most l i k e l y  be t r a c e d  to  the  i l l u m i n a t i o n  l e v e l s  used 
with  the  t a c h i s t o s c o p i c  d ev ice .  U n fo r tu n a te ly ,  th e  most l o g ic a l  
conc lus ion  i s  t h a t  any comparison of s t im u la t io n  l e v e l s  i s  im prac t ica l  
given the  va r ia n ce s  in methodologies .  In most s tu d i e s  (even among 
those  t h a t  have used s i m i l a r  t a c h i s t o s c o p i c  dev ice s )  th e  s t im u l i  to  
background c o n t r a s t s  have such a high p o t e n t i a l  f o r  v a r i a t i o n  t h a t  even 
an assignment of a meaningful c o n t r a s t  index appears  u n r e a l i s t i c .
Viewed in l i g h t  of p o s s ib l e  market ing a p p l i c a t i o n s  (exc lud ing  
d i r e c t l y  marketed subl imina l  dev ices  f o r  personal u s e ) ,  th e  i s su e  of 
t im ing  and th re s h o ld  p r e s e n t s  another  major stumbling block a g a in s t  any 
su cc e ss fu l  implementa tion.  "The main snag i s  in d iv id u a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  in 
t h r e s h o l d .  I t  would almost c e r t a i n l y  be impossible  to  f i n d  an i n t e n ­
s i t y ,  or  d u ra t io n  v a lu e ,  f o r  the  subliminal message t h a t  ensured i t s  
s u b l i m i n a l i t y  f o r  a l l ,  w i thou t  missing out on some people a l t o g e t h e r "  
(Dixon 1971, p. 175).
In t e rv a l
I have de f ined  i n t e r v a l  as spacing between su cc e ss iv e  p r e s e n t ­
a t i o n s  of the  sub l im ina l  cue.  In the  case  of exper iments  conducted 
under l a b o r a t o r y  c o n d i t i o n s ,  t h i s  v a r i a b l e  does not p lay  a s i g n i f i c a n t  
r o l e  in the  sub l imina l  s t im u la t io n  p ro c e ss .  The m a jo r i t y  of l a b o ra to ry
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s t u d i e s  use t a c h i s t o s c o p i c a l l y  p re sen ted  cues on an in d iv id u a l  b a s i s .  
A f te r  p r e s e n t a t i o n  of the  cue,  the  s u b je c t  i s  then i n s t r u c t e d  to  i n d i ­
c a t e  a response  (which w i l l  vary depending on the  c h a r a c t e r  of the  
s t i m u l i ) .  The exposure of any p a r t i c u l a r  cue i s  l im i t ed  to  one p re s en ­
t a t i o n .  3
In th e  case  of the  market ing o r i e n t e d  exper iments  conducted under 
a l e s s  c o n t r o l l e d  s e t t i n g ,  the  i n t e r v a l  v a r i a b l e  may have some degree 
of impact upon th e  r e s u l t s .  However, the  s tu d i e s  t h a t  have been con­
ducted to  d a te  f a i l  t o  a s s e s s  the  im p l i c a t io n s  of a l t e r n a t e  i n t e r v a l  
exposure .  Although Hawkins (1970) did  s p e c i f y  h i s  i n t e r v a l  (40 expo­
su re s  over 15 minutes)  f o r  the  d r iv e  leve l  exper im ent ,  he a p p a ren t ly  
f e l t  t h a t  i t s  a f f e c t  on response  was not s i g n i f i c a n t  enough to  warrant  
f u t u r e  m o d i f i c a t i o n .  He a lso  f a i l e d  to  in c lude  i n t e r v a l  in d i s c u s s in g  
th e  metholdogy of h i s  behavior  exper iment .  George and Jennings  (1975) 
f a i l e d  to  even co n s id e r  the  i n t e r v a l  v a r i a b l e ,  i t  i s  not p o s s ib l e  to  
a s c e r t a i n  the  i n t e r v a l  between exposure f o r  t h e i r  s u b l im in a l ly  p r e ­
sen ted  cue "H ershey 's  Chocola te" .
In the  case  of audio subliminal dev ices  such as Dr. B ecke r ' s  
"b lack box" th e r e  have been var ied  i n t e r v a l s  used in i t s  a p p l i c a t i o n  
(K rass ,  1981).  The optimum exposure ,  accord ing to  Becker,  i s  up to
9.000 t imes  an hour with the  s tandard  r a t e  f a l l i n g  between 2,000 and
3.000 r e p e t i t i o n s / h o u r .  However, Becker does not seem to  be ab le  to
^There has been some re sea rc h  in to  t h i s  a rea  (Haselrud 1964;
Haber, 1965) t h a t  has found t h a t  repea ted  exposures  of a word s t imulus  
w i thou t  leng then ing  the  d u ra t io n  improved p e rc e p t io n  of the  word. 
However, the  a p p l i c a t i o n  of th e se  f in d i n g s  to  a d i s cu s s io n  of d i f f e r e n ­
ces  in response  as a f u n c t io n  of a l t e r n a t e  i n t e r v a l s  i s  l i m i t e d .  The 
conc lus ion  t h a t  in c re a s in g  exposures  while dec rea s ing  the  i n t e r v a l ,  
leads  to  a g r e a t e r  p e rc e p t io n  would apply only  to  a s i t u a t i o n  in which 
th e  t o t a l  e x t e n t  of exposure  was undef ined .  In a marketing c o n tex t  the  
a v a i l a b i l i t y  of e x t e n t  i s  o f t e n  l im i t e d .
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r e l a t e  the  v a r i a t i o n s  in i n t e r v a l  to  t h e  f requency of d e s i r e d  response  
or  d u ra t io n  of e f f e c t .  Whether th e  i n t e r v a l  v a r i a b l e  can s u b s t a n t i a l l y  
a f f e c t  the  response  r a t e s  of i n d iv id u a l  s u b je c t s  w i l l  remain an 
unanswered q ues t ion  u n t i l  f u r t h e r  re s ea rc h  i s  conducted using methodo­
lo g ie s  t h a t  a re  c o n s id e r a b ly  more d e f in e d .  The continuous  and unspe­
c i f i e d  a l t e r a t i o n  of v a r i a b l e s  such as i n t e r v a l ,  t im in g ,  and e x t e n t ,  
w i l l  con t inue  to  p reven t  the  s c i e n t i f i c  d e te rm ina t ion  of th e  e f f e c t  of 
sub l imina l  s t i m u l a t i o n  in a marketing co n tex t .
E x ten t :  Duration  Of E f fe c t
"In r e c e n t  y e a r s ,  a number of r e s e a r c h e r s  (Ba lch ino ,  1962; 
Hasle rud ,  1964; Harcum, 1964; Haber and Hershersov , 1965; Doerr ies  and 
Harcum, 1967) have provided very s t rong  evidence f o r .  . . t h e  c la im t h a t  
complex v i sua l  s t im u l i  may be ' r e g i s t e r e d '  in the  nervous system and 
main ta ined  th e r e  i n ,  below the  awareness th r e s h o ld ,  f o r  an extended 
pe r iod  of t ime" (Dixon, 1981, p.  142).  This concept t i e s  in very c l o ­
s e l y  with the  i n t e r v a l  v a r i a b l e .  The model f o r  dem onst ra t ing  d u ra t io n  
of e f f e c t  c o n s i s t s  of r e p e a t in g  p r e s e n t a t i o n s  of  the  same s t i m u l i .  I t  
has been found t h a t  a s u b j e c t j s  th re s h o ld  w i l l  d ec rease  f o r  t h a t  s t i ­
muli - even though the  s u b je c t  may not have been ab le  to  o f f e r  a 
response  i n d i c a t i n g  sub l im ina l  awareness a f t e r  the  i n i t i a l  p r e s e n ­
t a t i o n ,  a d d i t i o n a l  exposures  of the  same du ra t io n  produce responses  
t h a t  i n d i c a t e  awareness .  The e x c l u s i o n  i s  t h a t  the  p r i o r  p r e s e n ­
t a t i o n s  were r e t a i n e d  f o r  a c e r t a i n  per iod  of t ime and t h a t  they  were 
combined to  e v e n tu a l ly  produce an awareness response  (Hasle rud ,  1964).
The degree to  which a s u b l im in a l ly  p resen ted  s t im ulus  can a f f e c t  
the  d r iv e  leve l  or behavior  of an i n d i v i d u a l ,  o u t s id e  the  in f lu en c e  of
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t h e  exposure s e t t i n g ,  i s  one of the  c e n t r a l  i s su e s  involved in a 
d i s c u s s io n  of  marketing sub l im ina l  p r e s e n t a t i o n .  The idea t h a t  suc ­
c e s s iv e  p r e s e n t a t i o n s  (each below the  th re s h o ld  f o r  response  awareness) 
may combine to  e v e n tu a l ly  produce the  d e s i r ed  re sponse ,  holds  some p ro ­
mise f o r  a p r a c t i c a l  a p p l i c a t i o n  of the  subliminal phenomenon. As has 
been a l re ad y  s t a t e d ,  one of the  problems involved in developing a 
sub l im ina l  p r e s e n t a t i o n  t h a t  would be e f f e c t i v e  in in c re a s in g  d r iv e  
leve l  or a l t e r i n g  buying behavior  i s  the  wide in d iv idua l  v a r ian ce  in 
awareness t h r e s h o l d s .  I f  i t  i s  p o s s ib le  to  p re sen t  a s t im ulus  below 
th e  awareness th re s h o ld  and r e l y  upon s u ccess iv e  p r e s e n t a t i o n s  to  deve­
lop th e  d e s i r e d  response  and awareness,  i t  may a lso  be p o s s ib l e  to  p r e ­
s e n t  th e  s t im ulus  a t  a leve l  below even th e  lowest th r e s h o ld  and thus  
so lve  the  problem of  th re s h o ld  v a r i a n ce .  The number of r e p e t i t i o n s  
would become the  c r i t i c a l  f a c t o r .  I t  would be hard ,  i f  not im poss ib le ,  
t o  e v a lu a te  the  number of exposures  t h a t  would have to be o f f e r e d  on a 
mass communication b a s i s  to  ensure  a coverage t h a t  would be e f f e c t i v e .
Another a spec t  of  d u ra t io n  and e f f e c t  t h a t  must be cons idered  is  
th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of producing long- term e f f e c t s  which are  never quan­
t i f i e d .  The lack of con t ro l  o v e r v a r i a b l e s  of a d m in i s t r a t io n  t h a t  would 
be involved in a s s e s s in g  th e  impact of d r iv e  or behavior r e l a t e d  s t i ­
muli over  a long pe r iod  of t ime seems to  p r o h i b i t  the  p o s s i b i l i t y  of 
documenting th e  e f f e c t s .
P r e d i s p o s i t i o n
The e x t e n t  to  which s u b l im in a l ly  p re sen ted  s t im u l i  prove e f f e c t i v e  
in in f lu en c in g  an i n d i v i d u a l ' s  behavior  depends upon the  a t t i t u d e s  and 
unconscious  wishes of the  s u b j e c t .  The cue t h a t  i s  p resen ted  must be
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d i r e c t e d  towards a s p e c i f i c  wish o r  p r e d i s p o s i t i o n  of the  s u b j e c t .  The 
exper iments  t h a t  have proven most success fu l  in demonst ra t ing  the  
e f f e c t s  of subl imina l  p e rc ep t io n  have been c a r e f u l l y  developed to 
ensure  t h i s  type of c o m p a t i b i l i t y .  For example,  Silverman (1967, 1968, 
1976) has s tu d ie d  the  e f f e c t s  of p re s en t in g  the  s p e c i f i c  s t imulus  
"Destroy Mother" to  groups of in d iv id u a l s  who exper ience  abnormal 
d e p re s s io n .  He found t h a t  a f t e r  p r e s e n t a t i o n ,  t h e  exper imental  groups 
r a t e d  themselves  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  h igher  in dep re ss ion  r a t i n g s  than the  
c o n t ro l  groups who were exposed to  the s t imulus  "People Thinking".  In 
a d d i t i o n a l  s t u d i e s  by Silverman he exposed groups of s ch iz o p h re n ic s ,  
homosexuals and s t u t t e r e r s  to  s t im u l i  t h a t  were r e l a t e d  to  the  d i f ­
f e r e n t  g ro u p ' s  unconscious wishes .  In each c a s e ,  he found t h a t  p re sen ­
t a t i o n s  of s p e c i f i c  s t i m u l i ,  aimed a t  i n c re a s in g  (or  d e c r ea s in g )  the  
groups pred isposed  behav io r ,  had th e  d e s i r ed  e f f e c t .  Silverman has 
a l so  t e s t e d  the  hypo thes i s  t h a t  the  s t im u l i  would only  be e f f e c t i v e  in 
i n f lu e n c in g  th e  s p e c i f i c  unconscious wishes of the  t a r g e t e d  groups.  In 
a d d i t i o n  to  p r e s e n t in g  each group with s t im u l i  designed to  a f f e c t  t h e i r  
p a r t i c u l a r  p r e d i s p o s i t i o n ,  he a l so  crossed s t im u l i  p r e s e n t a t i o n s  to 
check the  e f f e c t s  of d i f f e r e n t  s t im u l i  on the  o th e r  groups .  The 
i n a p p r o p r i a t e  s t im u l i  did not e f f e c t  the  n o n sp ec i f ic  groups.  Saegert  
(1979) made the  fo l lowing  p o in t  when d i s c u s s in g  r e s u l t s  of 
S i lv e rm an ' s  s t u d i e s ;  "(These)  r e s u l t s  sugges t  t h a t  the  reason a s u b l i ­
minal p e rc ep t io n  e f f e c t  has not been demonst rated in a market ing con­
t e x t  i s  t h a t  s t u d i e s  have not at tempted to  use s t im u l i  t h a t  would 
appeal to  s p e c i f i c  groups of i n d iv id u a l s  who may be more r e c e p t iv e  to  
c e r t a i n  kinds  of commercial appea l.  For example,  a sub l imina l  s t imulus  
such as "choose Revlon" might in f lu en ce  persons  who m ain ta in  an
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unconsc ious  d e s i r e  f o r  so c ia l  a f f i l i a t i o n ,  as measured by a s o c i a b i l i t y  
s c a l e  on a p e r s o n a l i t y  in v e n to r y . "  (p.  56) Saeger t  has made a good 
a t tem p t  a t  address ing  the  i s su e  of a t t i t u d e  s p e c i f i c  s t i m u l i ;  however, 
h i s  cho ice  of a cue "choose Revlon",  again h i g h l i g h t s  a c u r r e n t  
m isunders tand ing  in the  market ing r e sea rc h  community. Dixon (1971) and 
Silverman (1976) have r e p e a te d ly  emphasized the  need f o r  subliminal 
cues to  provoke responses  ".  . . t h a t  d i f f e r  q u a l i t a t i v e l y  from th e se  
e l i c i t e d  by the  same s t imulus  when p re sen te d  above the  awareness 
t h r e s h o ld "  (Dixon, 1981, p. 18).  The s t im ulus  "choose Revlon" would 
presumably have a very s im i l a r  e f f e c t  on purchasing  behavior  when p r e ­
sen ted  s u p r a ! i m i n a l l y .  P r e d i s p o s i t i o n  and the  e x i s t e n c e  of unconscious  
wishes  t h a t  can be manipula ted  through the  t a c h i s t o s c o p i c  p r e s e n t a t i o n  
of  the  a p p r o p r i a t e  s t im u l i  may not lend themselves  to  a marketing 
a p p l i c a t i o n .  I t  has been shown t h a t  the  p a th o lo g ic a l  behav io r  of 
d e p r e s s iv e s  can be in f luenced  by the  cue "Destroy Mother" -  but would 
i t  be p o s s ib l e  to  develop cues t h a t  l ik ew ise  e f f e c t  the  purchasing 
behav io r  of normal i n d i v i d u a l s  and t h e i r  p r e d i s p o s i t i o n s ?  Another 
f i n d i n g  t h a t  Silverman and o th e r  c l i n i c a l  p s y c h o lo g i s t s  r e p e a te d ly  
p o in t  to  i s  the  apparent need f o r  the  wish to  be unconsc ious . 
S i lv e r m an ' s  s tu d i e s  have a l l  involved wishes t h a t  the  s u b je c t s  were 
unaware t h a t  they  posse ssed .  Attempts to  i n c re a s e  t h e i r  p a th o lo g ic a l  
behavior  by p r e s e n t in g  the  s p e c i f i c  s t im u l i  s u p ra ! im in a l ly  f a i l e d .
Among the  few market ing exper iments  t h a t  have been conducted,  Hawkins 
(1970) i s  o f ten  po in ted  to  as the  only  one showing evidence support ing  
th e  concept .  His subl imina l  p r e s e n t a t i o n  of the  cues "Coke" and "Drink 
Coke" both r e s u l t e d  in h igher  t h i r s t  r a t i n g s  f o r  h i s  s u b je c t s  a f t e r  
exposure .  However, Saeger t  (1979) proposes  t h a t  " t h i s  f in d in g  might be
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c o n s i s t e n t  with the  'unconsc ious  wish'  h y p o th e s i s ,  but in t h i s  case  i t  
i s  ex t remely  d i f f i c u l t  to  t r e a t  ' t h r i s t '  as an unconscious wish,  a t  
l e a s t  in the  co n tex t  of Freudian th e o r y . "
This does not mean t h a t  i t  would be impossib le  to  d i sco v e r  and 
connect unconscious  wishes with buying behavio r  -  more re sea rch  i s  
needed befo re  any d e f i n i t e  conc lus ions  can be drawn. In l i g h t  of 
c u r r e n t  f i n d in g s  by exper imental  p s y c h o l o g i s t s ,  th e  e f f o r t  may prove to 
be e x t r a o d i n a r i l y  u s e f u l .  "The maiii s t u d i e s  show t h a t  the  unconscious  
mind may unders tand  and respond to  meaning, form emotional responses  
and guide  most a c t i o n s ,  l a r g e l y  independent  of conscious  awareness" 
(Daniel  Goleman, New York Times).  Viewed in t h i s  l i g h t ,  th e  im p l ic a ­
t i o n s  f o r  the  use of s u b l im in a l ly  p re sen ted  adve r t i sem en ts  a re  q u i t e  
i n t e r e s t i n g .  The fo l lowing  exce rp t  i s  taken from a J u ly  23, 1979 
A d v e r t i s in g  Age a r t i c l e  e n t i t l e d  "The Myth of  Memorabi l i ty in 
Commercial Music" by Norm R ichards .  "L is ten in g  to  your commercial and 
remembering your message are  e s s e n t i a l l y  consc ious  i n t e l l e c t u a l  a c t i v i ­
t i e s .  P s y c h o lo g i s t s ,  however, t e l l  us t h a t  most of  our d e c i s io n s  are 
made on a subconsc ious ,  emotional level ( t h a t ' s  why so many of us s t i l l  
smoke c i g a r e t t e s ,  a l though r a t i o n a l l y  we know i t s  unhea l thy  . . .o r  
why, when in te rv iew in g  someone f o r  a j o b ,  we f r e q u e n t l y  make our d e c i ­
s ion  [ e m o t io n a l ]  in th e  f i r s t  30 seconds,  and spend the  r e s t  of the  
in t e rv ie w  going through the  c o r r e c t  motions [ i n t e l l e c t u a l ] .  . . i f  being 
easy  to  remember i s  a fu n c t io n  of i n t e l l e c t u a l  a c t i v i t y ,  i t ' s  p o s s ib le  
f o r  the  consumer to  remember your commercial c o n sc io u s ly ,  but not have 
i t  count as a f a c t o r  in h i s  emotional d e c i s io n  of  whether to  buy your 
product  or s e r v i c e . "  (Richards  r e c a l l s  being s t ru c k  by the  v a l i d i t y  of 
th e  ' e a s y  to  r e c a l l '  concept  when he no t iced  a man o rd e r in g  Lucky's
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w hile  humming the  Winston song . )  I f  one agrees  with the  re c en t  
f i n d i n g s  in exper imental  psychology, t h a t  over 90% of a l l  our d e c i s io n s  
come in to  our consc ious  awareness a l r ead y  made, and t h a t  th e se  
d e c i s io n s  a re  a p roduct  of subconscious  p red isposed  a t t i t u d e s ,  then one 
would be compelled to  draw the  fo l lowing  conc lus ion  - -  sup ra l im ina l  
adve r t i sem en ts  and marketing e f f o r t s  aimed a t  the  consc ious  s t a t e ,  t h a t  
prove e f f e c t i v e  in a l t e r i n g  purchasing  beh av io r ,  must be a t  l e a s t  p a r ­
t i a l l y  r e t a i n e d  in th e  subconscious  p r i o r  to  d e c i s io n  making. Or, as 
expressed  by Saeger t  (1979, p. 11) " i t  seems reasonab le  to  hypothes ize  
t h a t  many of the  wishes a d v e r t i s e r s  seek to  s a t i s f y  are  a t  l e a s t  
unexpressed ,  i f  not unconsc ious .  At any r a t e ,  th e  appeal to  
"suppressed  motives has long been of i n t e r e s t  to  marketing s t r a t e g i e s ,  
and S i lve rm an 's  work seems to  reopen th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  f o r  sys tem a t ic  
s tudy of such e f f e c t s  in an app l ied  s e t t i n g "  (p .  57).
Ind iv idua l  d i f f e r e n c e s  in p r e d i s p o s i t i o n  are  q u i t e  v a r i e d .  Any 
e f f o r t  to  address  th e se  subconscious wishes w i l l  have to  be d i r e c t e d  
toward s p e c i f i c  s e t s  of in d iv idua l  a t t i t u d e s ,  . . . " t h i s  f i n d i n g ,  t h a t  
s u s c e p t i b i l i t y  to  subl imina l  s t im u la t io n  depends upon c e r t a i n  c h a r a c ­
t e r i s t i c s  of the  s u b j e c t ,  i s  q u i t e  a commonplace occurrence"  (Dixon, 
1971, p.  100).  "On the  o th e r  hand, u se r s  of conventional a d v e r t i s i n g  
a re  aware t h a t  t h e i r  promotional e f f o r t s ,  while  d i r e c t e d  to  a l a rg e  7 
number of  peop le ,  are  only  perce ived  by a small subse t  and u l t i m a t e l y  
w i l l  be responded to  by those  people whose needs can be s a t i s f i e d  by 
t h e  product"  (S a e g e r t ,  1979, p. 57).
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THE DIRECT MARKETING OF SUBLIMINALS
There are  c u r r e n t l y  two major o f f e r i n g s  of subliminal com-
/
munication  p roduc ts  t h a t  are  being marketed d i r e c t l y  to  consumers: 1)
Behaviora l  Engineering Center ,  I n c . ' s  "b lack box" (an audio con­
d i t i o n i n g  sub l imina l  d e v ic e ) ;  and 2) S t im u tec h ' s  "Expando-Vision" (a 
v i su a l  c o n d i t io n in g  sub l imina l  d e v ic e ) .
B . E . C . ' s  b lack box was invented by the  company's founder and p r e ­
s i d e n t ,  Hal C. Becker.  "Becker has acquired an i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y  PhD 
in b e h a v io r i a l  s c i e n c e ,  psychology and educa t ion  from Tulane U n iv e r s i ty  
in New O r leans ,  LA as well as degrees  in e l e c t r i c a l  eng inee r ing  and 
p hys ics"  (Krass ,  1981, p.  37) .  Becker holds  p a te n t  r i g h t s  to  a 
t a c h i s t o s c o p e  and seve ra l  o th e r  subliminal p e rc e p t io n  d e v ice s .  These 
p a t e n t s  were acquired  in 1962 and 1966 (Key, 1976).  With a 17 year  
hold ing  p e r io d ,  B eck e r ' s  p a t e n t s  were due to  e x p i r e  in 1979 and 1983. 
The fundamental  q ues t ion  i s  whether B eck e r ' s  "b lack box" s t im u l i  can 
a c t u a l l y  be cons idered  as s u b l im in a l .  The machine has rece ived  severa l  
commercial,  a p p l i c a t i o n s  in the  l a s t  f i v e  y e a r s .  Although Becker was 
i s sued  a U.S. p a t e n t  in 1966, he a p p a ren t ly  f a i l e d  to  s u c c e s s f u l l y  
market the  device  u n t i l  the  l a t e  1970s. The "black box" i s  a sound 
mixer t h a t  combines preprogrammed messages with commercial 'canned 
Muzak' , a t  exposure r a t e s  of up to  9,000 t imes an hour.  T ech n ica l ly  
t h e r e  i s  no l i m i t  to  the  v a r i e t y  of messages t h a t  can be superimposed 
over th e  background music. The primary uses to  da te  have been w i th in :  
1) r e t a i l  o u t l e t s  who have purchased or l eased  the  device  in a ttempts  
to  reduce s h o p l i f t i n g  and employee t h e f t ;  and 2) weight lo s s  c e n te r s  as 
p a r t  of an aud iov isua l  approach f o r  con t ro l  of o b e s i t y .  A New Orleans 
supermarket  chain b roadcas t  the  message, "I w i l l  not s t e a l ,  i f  I s t e a l ,
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I w i l l  go to  j a i l "  (Maxwell, 1980). The s t o r e  claimed a subsequent 
drop in t h e f t  from $50,000 to  $13,000 over a s ix  month p e r io d .  At the 
same t im e ,  c a s h i e r  sho r tages  decreased from $125 to  $10 on a weekly 
b a s i s .  Over 50 e a s t  co s t  depar tment  s t o r e s  have used the  box to  solve 
the  same t h e f t  problems - one chain r e p o r t e d  a drop in t h e f t s  by 37%, 
with  an annual savings  of $600,000 (Time, 1979).  Becker has been 
quoted as saying t h a t  someday he fo r e s e e s  audio c o n d i t io n in g  to  be on 
th e  same s c a l e  as a i r  c o n d i t i o n in g .  Becker has a lso  used h is  black box 
in  combinat ion with v i sua l  p r e s e n t a t i o n s  to c o n t ro l  o b e s i t y  and promote 
w e i g h t l o s s .  Supra l iminal  s ig n a l s  provide  in fo rm at ion  on n u t r i t i o n  
while  su b l im in a l s  a re  used to  o f f e r  adverse  s t im u lus  to  unproper foods .  
By combining su b l im in a l s  with su p ra l im ina l  p r e s e n t a t i o n s ,  Becker has 
claimed to  produce e f f e c t s  t h a t  show an encouraging success  r a t e  
(Lander,  1981).  U n fo r tu n a te ly ,  even though Becker has dozens of t e s t i ­
monia ls  from s a t i s f i e d  customers ( a l l  p r e f e r r i n g  to  remain anonymous), 
he has not y e t  pub l ished  any s c i e n t i f i c  re s ea rc h  in to  the  ac tua l  
e f f e c t s  of h is  p roduc t .  Becker has a l ready  summed up h is  f e e l i n g s  on 
t h i s  m a t t e r .  "They may worry about those  th in g s  in the  ivory  towers ,  
bu t when I t a l k  to  the  p r e s i d e n t  of a company, he d o e s n ' t  c a r e .  He 
wants r e s u l t s .  I show him r e s u l t s "  (Lander,  1981).
Becker a d v e r t i s e s  h i s  d e v i c e ' s  s t im u l i  as being s u b l im in a l ;  
however, t h i s  d o e s n ' t  appear to  be a v a l id  claim f o r  two reasons :  1)
t h e  messages t h a t  Becker uses to  d e t e r  t h e f t  would a l so  be e f f e c t i v e  
when p re sen ted  s u p r a l i m i n a l l y ;  and 2) when c a r e fu l  a t t e n t i o n  i s  payed 
to  the  r e c o rd in g ,  the  messages become aud ib le  to  the  consc iousness .  
Although th e se  may be te c h n ic a l  p o in t s  when c o n s id e r in g  th e  e f f e c ­
t i v e n e s s  of B ecke r ' s  d ev ice ,  n e v e r th e l e s s  they  a re  s a l i e n t  in a
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d i s c u s s io n  of the  "black box" and i t s  impact on sub l imina l  r e s e a r c h .
In o rder  to  make an o b j e c t i v e  assessment of the  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  of audio 
c o n d i t io n in g  dev ices  such as B ecke r ' s  "b lack  box",  s c i e n t i f i c  re sea rch  
must be conducted in l a b o r a t o r i e s  as well as f i e l d  s e t t i n g s .  The 
dev ice  may prove use fu l  when combined with o th e r  measures to  reduce 
s h o p l i f t i n g ,  c o n t ro l  we igh t ,  or mot iva te  employees.  The device  may 
even prove to  be su ccess fu l  by i t s e l f .  However, u n t i l  the  necessa ry  
r e s e a r c h  has been conducted,  any o p in ion ,  inc lud ing  Mr. B e c k e r ' s ,  i s  
pure  s p e c u la t i o n .
The o th e r  major o f f e r i n g ,  S timutech, I n c . ,  i s  an East Lansing, 
Michigan mail o rd e r  company t h a t  s e l l s  th e  v isua l  subl imina l  d ev ice ,  
"Expando-Vis ion ." The device  i s  designed to  change behavior  by ".  . 
.bombarding t e l e v i s i o n  viewers with s p l i t  second sub l imina l  messages 
once a minute as they  watch r e g u la r  programs. Las t ing  1/30 of  a 
second,  the  sub l im ina l  b l i p s  c a r ry  messages l i k e :  "I see me. s l e n d e r , "
"Exerc ise  i s  f u n , "  and " L e t ' s  make love" (Kneale,  1983).  There are  45 
messages in t o t a l ,  " . . .des igned  to  help in each of e ig h t  v i t a l  a reas  
of American l i f e :  weight I p s s ,  s t r e s s  c o n t r o l ,  alcohol consumption,
smoking, s tudy  h a b i t s ,  c a r e e r s  and success  m o t iv a t io n ,  sex - and g o l f"  
(Kneale,  1983). In summary, al though S t im u tec h ' s  o f f e r i n g  uses  v isua l  
s t im u l i  and B.E.C. uses  audio s t i m u l i ,  they  have two f a c t o r s  in common:
1) N e i ther  s t im u l i  are  t r u l y  su b l im in a l ;  B eck e r ' s  box has been rep o r ted  
as being " .  . . b a r e ly  aud ib le  to  shoppers and employees" (Time, 
9 /1 0 /7 7 ) ,  and S t im u tec h ' s  "Expando Vision" f l a s h e s  cues a t  1/30 of  a 
second with no i l l u m i n a t i o n  r h e o s t a t .  The vary ing  l i g h t  i n t e n s i t y  of 
background during t e l e v i s i o n  exposure and the  lack of con t ro l  over cue 
i n t e n s i t y ,  would provide  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r  consc ious  p e rc ep t io n .
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2) Both provide  cues t h a t  are s im i l a r  in co n ten t  to  those  t h a t  modify 
behavior  s u p r a l i m i n a l l y .  However, the  d i f f e r e n c e  between the  two p ro ­
duc ts  i s  enormous. "Expando-Vision" i s  sold to  i n d i v i d u a l s  who are 
f u l l y  aware of i t s  presence  while  i t  i s  being used. B ecke r ' s  "black 
box",  on the  o th e r  hand, i s  o f ten  so ld  to  c o r p o ra t io n s  who are  us ing i t  
t o  manipu la te  consumer and employee behavior w i thout  express  consen t .  
"(Dr.  Becker) did not o r i g i n a l l y  support  cover t  use of h i s  t h e f t  
co n t ro l  dev ices  and in tended to  i n s t a l l  them only i f  s to reowners  
p u b l i c l y  d i s c l o s e d  use of t h i s  subliminal te ch n iq u e .  However, Dr. 
Becker changed h i s  mind when he found t h a t  s to reowners  were unw i l l ing  
to  buy the  dev ices  from him i f  d i s c l o s u r e  to  s t o r e  customers  was 
r e q u i r e d "  (Goodkin, P h i l l i p s ,  1981, p. 1085). While Stimutech f r e e l y  
admits t h a t  t h e i r  product h a s n ' t  been proven e f f e c t i v e ,  and t h a t  " i f  i t  
d i d n ' t  work, i t  w ou ldn ' t  be i l l e g a l "  (Keale,  1983, quoting  S t im u tech ' s  
v ic e  p r e s i d e n t ,  James Crawford);  B.E.C. has opened the  door f o r  po ten ­
t i a l  l a w su i t s  t h a t  may i n t e r e s t  the  American C iv i l  L i b e r t i e s  Union. 
"People have a r i g h t  to  go about t h e i r  bus iness  without being sub jec ted  
to  manipu la t ion  they  d o n ' t  even know about" ( Time, 9 /10 /77 ,  quoting 
Arych Neir ,  former ex ecu t iv e  d i r e c t o r  of  A.C .L.U .).  Becker would seem 
to  be in d isagreement with t h i s  l i n e  of though t .  "The law s t a t e s  t h a t  
a p ro p e r ty  owner has the  r i g h t  to  use reasonab le  f o r c e  to  p r o t e c t  h is  
p r o p e r t y , "  he says ,  "My customers and I cons ider  t h a t  no subliminal 
message has ever been proved to  h u r t  anyone. I t ' s  p robably  t h e  most 
r ea so n ab le  kind of f o r c e  one could use" (Krass ,  1981, quoting H.
B eck e r ) .
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LEGAL IMPLICATIONS OF SUBLIMINAL TECHNOLOGY 
The major problem with r e g u l a t i n g  the  use of subl imina l  t e c h ­
nology, i s  t h a t  by d e f i n i t i o n ,  i t  i s  never co n sc io u s ly  pe rce ived  by the  
in d i v i d u a l s  to  which i t  i s  d i r e c t e d .  "People u s u a l l y  know when they 
have been p h y s i c a l l y  i n j u r e d ,  when t h e i r  be longings  have been s t o l e n ,  
or when a c o n t r a c tu a l  o b l i g a t i o n  has not been honored. I t  i s  more d i f ­
f i c u l t  to  know when o n e ' s  communications have been i n t e r c e p t e d ,  when 
one i s  being observed or  fo l lowed ,  or when o th e r s  a re  read ing  o n e ' s  
d o s s i e r .  This absence of  awareness i s  a s e r i o u s  problem in a legal  
system t h a t  r e l i e s  p r i m a r i l y  on compla in ts  i n i t i a t e d  by v i c t i m s . "  
(Gavison, 1980, p. 457) .  Although subl imina l  communication techn iques  
have been under development f o r  seve ra l  decades ,  t h e r e  are  s t i l l  no 
s p e c i f i c  laws or r e g u l a t i o n s  d ea l ing  with t h e i r  use .  The p ub l ic  ou tc ry  
over th e  p u b l i c a t i o n  of Vance Packards b e s t s e l l e r ,  The Hidden 
Pe rsuaders  prompted seve ra l  l e g i s l a t i v e  committees to  address  the  
i s su e  but no l e g i s l a t i o n  was ever enac ted .  The only excep t ion  i s  a 
1975 r u l i n g  by th e  Federa l  Communications Commission which s t a t e s  t h a t  
the  t r a n sm is s io n  of sub l imina l  s t im u l i  by t e l e v i s i o n  s t a t i o n s  i s  
c o n t r a r y  to  the  p u b l ic  i n t e r e s t  (Krass ,  1981).  This r u l i n g  was, 
im par t ,  prompted by the  use of subliminal i n s e r t s  to  promote the  game 
"Husker-Do" in 1973. The words "Get i t "  were f l a s h e d  in s ix ty -second  
spo ts  aimed p r im a r i l y  a t  c h i l d r e n .  The ad was brought to  the  a t t e n t i o n  
of th e  National A ssoc ia t ion  of B roadcas te rs  (how i t  was d iscovered  i s  
u n c l e a r )  who determined t h a t  i t  v i o l a t e d  t h e i r  ban on subl imina l  messa­
ges (McDaniel, e t  a l . ,  1982).  The manufacturer v o l u n t a r i l y  d e le ted  the 
'  sub l im ina l  message and no f u r t h e r  a c t io n  was taken .
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The use of sub l imina l  messages to  i n f lu en c e  behavior  without the  
knowledge of  the  in tended r e c i p i e n t s ,  can be co n s id e red ,  in a legal 
c o n t e x t ,  as an invas ion  of personal p r iv a c y .  Goodkin and P h i l l i p s ,  in 
a 1981 review e n t i t l e d  "The Subconscious Taken Capt ive:  A S o c i a l ,
E th ica l  and Legal Analysis  of Subliminal Communication Technology",  
p o in t  out t h a t  " t o r t  law has recognized and extended p r o t e c t i o n  to  
autonomy and p r ivacy  r i g h t s  in co n tex t s  t h a t  are  analogous to  s u b l im i ­
nal communication (p .  1140). They c i t e  seve ra l  cases  (Roach v. Harper; 
Pearson v. Dodd; Nader v. General Motors Corpora t ion)  in which i n d i v i ­
dual r i g h t s  to  p r iv acy  were v i o l a t e d  and remedy was o b ta in e d .  The 
impor tan t  a sp e c t s  of the  cases  t h a t  apply t o  the  use of sub l im ina l  com­
munication technology can be summarized as fo l low s :  1) Contrary  to
most t o r t  a c t i o n s ,  many c o u r t s  have found t h a t  in d iv idua l  invas ion  of 
p r iv acy  need not show s p e c i f i c  damage to  o b ta in  r e l i e f .  This i s  r e l e ­
vant to  sub l imina l  invas ions  of p r ivacy  in t h a t  i t  i s  o f t e n  d i f f i c u l t  
or impossib le  to  prove any s p e c i f i c  harm has occurred as a r e s u l t  of 
sub l im ina l  in f l u e n c e .  "By d ispens ing  with the  cumbersome a n a l y s i s  of 
th e  e x t e n t  of th e  harm r e s u l t i n g  from a p a r t i c u l a r  in f r ingem ent  of p r i ­
vacy,  recovery  i s  based on grounds s im i l a r  to  those  used f o r  l i b e l  or 
s l a n d e r  per se" ( P r o s s e r ,  1971, p.  815).  2) The c o u r t s  have def ined
invas ion  of p r ivacy  as ".  . .an unreasonable  v i o l a t i o n  of a p r i v a t e  
sphere"  (Goodkin and P h i l l i p s ,  1981, p. 1115).  Although the  p r ivacy  
cases  t h a t  serve  to  i l l u m i n a t e  the  a p p l i c a b i l i t y  of t o r t  law to  s u b l i ­
minal communication involve  in form at ion  t h a t  has been taken from an 
i n d i v i d u a l ;  the  r e v e r s a l  of the  s i t u a t i o n ,  as with the  p r e s e n t a t i o n  of 
sub l im ina l  messages ,  ap p l i e s  eq u a l ly  well when considered  as a v i o l a ­
t i o n  of an i n d i v i d u a l ' s  p r i v a t e  sphere .  "Since the  v ic t im  i s  unaware
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of th e  sub l imina l  communication, and thus  cannot have consented to  the  
i n t r u s i o n ,  every  invas ion  by t h i s  means w i l l  be upon a p r i v a t e  sphere .
In t h i s  r e s p e c t ,  th e  degree of e f f e c t i v e n e s s  of  the  sub l imina l  com­
munication i s  i r r e l e v a n t  in de te rmin ing whether an i n t r u s i o n  in to  a 
p r i v a t e  sphere has o c c u r r e d " (emphasis mine) (Goodkin and P h i l l i p s ,  
1981, p.  1116).
Although i t  appears  t h a t  the  foundat ion  has been l a id  f o r  use of 
p r i v a t e  remedies ,  t h e r e  a re  severa l  p o t e n t i a l  problems t h a t  may 
c on f ron t  the  unw i l l in g  s u b je c t  of subliminal p r e s e n t a t i o n  t h a t  seeks to
use t h i s  method. In the  t r a d i t i o n a l  case  of i n t r u s i o n  (w i re tapp ing ,
s to l e n  f i l e s ,  hidden microphones,  e t c . )  th e  v ic t im  could simply p o in t  
to  a l leged  i n t r u s i o n  and o f f e r  evidence t h a t  i t  had o ccu r red .  In o rde r  
f o r  a v ic t im  of  sub l imina l  s t im u l i  to  prove the  i n t r u s i o n ,  he would 
have to show t h a t  he was subconsc ious ly  p e rc e iv in g  the  s t im u l i  - y e t  a t  
th e  same time he would be unable  to  show t h a t  i t  d id ,  in f a c t ,  
p e n e t r a t e  h i s  mind. This might then f o r c e  th e  v ic t im  back in to  r e ly in g  
on the  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  of the  communication to  prove the  i n t r u s i o n .  The 
v ic t im  of  a s t im ulus  t h a t  i s  d i r e c t e d  a t  a l t e r i n g  a d r iv e  l e v e l ,  or 
prompting a p re v io u s ly  m edi ta ted  d e c i s io n ,  would have a harder  time 
showing t h a t  invas ion  had occurred  than a v ic t im  who a c t u a l l y  under­
went a behav io ra l  change as the  r e s u l t  of the  s t im u l i  (Goodkin and 
P h i l l i p s ,  1981).  Another problern with the  p r i v a t e  remedy approach i s  
t h a t ,  a l though many c o u r t s  f in d  no need to  prove s p e c i f i c  damages in an 
i n t r u s i o n  c ase ,  some j u r i s d i c t i o n s  do r e q u i r e  p roo f .  The e f f e c t i v e n e s s  
of the  a c t io n  would depend, to  a la rg e  e x t e n t ,  on the  j u r i s d i c t i o n  in 
which the  case  was f i l e d .
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F i n a l l y ,  " i t  i s  obvious t h a t  p r ivacy  w i l l  have to give way, a t  
t im e s ,  to  im por tant i n t e r e s t s  in law enforcement,  freedom of 
e x p re s s io n ,  r e s e a rc h  and v e r i f i c a t i o n  of d a t a .  The r e s u l t  i s  l i m i t s  on 
th e  scope of lega l  p r o t e c t i o n  of p r ivacy"  (Gavison, 1980, p. 457).  In 
th e  case of B eck e r ' s  'b lack  b o x ' ,  the  s toreowners  may be ab le  to  defend 
t h e i r  a c t i o n s  by c la iming t h a t  t h e i r  o b j e c t i v e  of p reven t ing  t h e f t  i s  
l e g i t i m a t e  and s o c i a l l y  d e s i r a b l e .
Goodkin and P h i l l i p s  (1981) argue t h a t  the  assessment of  damages 
a g a in s t  u se r s  of sub l imina l  dev ices  wi l l  serve  to  d e t e r  f u r t h e r  abuse .  
However, they  sugges t  t h a t  the  optimal s o lu t i o n  to  prevent the  p o s s i b i ­
l i t y  of harm i s  to  r e g u l a t e  t h e i r  use .  There are  t h r e e  d i f f e r e n t  ways 
in which sub l imina l  communication could be r e g u l a t e d :  1) t o t a l  p r o h i ­
b i t i o n  of a l l  use and manufacture  of sub l imina l  dev ice s ;  2) r e g u la t i o n  
based on the  co n ten t  of the  message and lo c a t io n  of the  dev ice ;  and 3) 
r e g u l a t i o n  t h a t  f o r c e s  u se r s  to d i s c l o s e  th e  t ime, p la c e ,  and co n ten t  
of the  communication.  When d i s cu s s in g  the  op t io n s  f o r  r e g u l a t i o n  of 
subl imina l  communication, i t  i s  necessa ry  to  weigh the  f i r s t  amendment 
r i g h t  of f r e e  speech a g a in s t  ind iv id u a l  r i g h t s  to  personal p r iv a c y .
"The Court has held t h a t  in some c a s e s ,  freedom of speech permits  a 
speaker to  reach only  w i l l i n g  r e c i p i e n t s .  When the  audience i s  
un w i l l in g  or  c a p t i v e ,  the  f i r s t  amendment r i g h t s  of the  speaker c lash  
with  the  p r ivacy  r i g h t s  of the  l i s t e n e r s  or v iewers .  This c o n f l i c t  i s  
posed by sub l imina l  communication as well"  (Goodkin and P h i l l i p s ,  p. 
1124, c i t i n g  Kovacs v. Cooper, 366 U.S. 77, 87 (1949) ) .  An a n a ly s i s  of 
th e  r e l a t e d  cases  [Lehman v. C i ty  of Shaker H e igh ts ,  418 U.S. 298 
(1974);  Pub l ic  U t i l i t i e s  Commission v. P o l l ac k ,  343 U.S. 451 (1952);  
Cohen v. C a l i f o r n i a ,  403 U.S. 15 ( 1 9 7 1 ) ] ;  by Goodkin and P h i l l i p s
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(1981) ,  shows t h a t  the  r i g h t s  of p r ivacy  can o v e r r id e  the  r i g h t s  to 
f r e e  speech i f  a high degree of c a p t i v i t y  o c cu r s .  This i s  l a r g e l y  
dependent upon th e  a b i l i t y  of  the  s u b je c t  to  remove h imse lf  from the  
in f l u e n c e .  Viewed in a marketing c o n te x t ,  i t  appears  t h a t  the  use of 
su b l im in a ls  such as B eck e r ' s  "black box", may be held by the  c o u r t s  to 
be an e x e r c i s e  in freedom of  speech accorded to  a commercial 
e n t e r p r i s e .  However, the  use of subliminal s t im u l i  in t e l e v i s i o n  and 
rad io  may not be a f fo rded  the  same p r o t e c t i o n .  Although the  Court has 
held  (Publ ic  U t i l i t i e s  Commission v. P o l l ac k ,  343 U.S. 451 (1952)) 
t h a t  the  p lay ing  of a commercial rad io  s t a t i o n  on a bus i s  not a v i o l a ­
t i o n  of  t h a t  r i d e r s '  r i g h t s  to  p r iv a c y ,  the  Court has a l so  con t inuous ly  
s t r e s s e d  i t s  d e s i r e  to  avoid making in d iv id u a l s  c a p t i v e  in t h e i r  homes 
(West in ,  1968, pp.  342-343) .  "Regard less  of the  [ s t i m u l i ]  p re sen te d ,  
sub l im ina l  communication i t s e l f  p r e s e n t s  so high a degree of c a p t i v i t y  
t h a t  the  Court should f in d  i t  i n t r u s i v e ;  the  audience could not aver t  
i t s  eyes ,  shut i t s  e a r s  or r e t r e a t  to  p r i v a t e  p l a c e s .  The subliminal 
communication audience i s  an unknowing audience and has even l e s s  
c o n t ro l  than the  unw i l l in g  audience .  The l i s t e n e r s  or viewers d o n ' t  
know i f  they  are  w i l l i n g  to  r e c e iv e  the  communication because they are  
unaware of i t .  In the  more t r a d i t i o n a l  c ap t iv e  audience a l t e r a t i o n s ,  
t h e  r e c i p i e n t  could decide  whether to  shut out the  speech. Subliminal 
communication,  however,  does not o f f e r  the  r e c i p i e n t  such a choice"  
(Goodkin & P h i l l i p s ,  1981, p.  1131).
In summary, the  r e g u l a t i o n  of subliminal communication seems to 
have a s u f f i c i e n t  c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  base f o r  c o n s id e r a t i o n  of the  th re e  
aforement ioned p ro p o sa l s .
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Total  p r o h i b i t i o n  of sub l im ina l  communication devices  and s t im u l i  
was the  f i r s t  p o s i t i o n  taken by many Americans fo l lowing James V ic a r y ' s  
movie t h e a t r e  exper iments  in 1957. Despi te  a l l  the  pub l ic  debate  and 
l e g i s l a t i v e  h e a r in g s ,  as p re v io u s ly  mentioned, no l e g i s l a t i o n  was ever 
passed t h a t  d i r e c t l y  d e a l t  with the  i s s u e .  R ep resen ta t iv e  William A. 
Dawson (R. ,  U tah ) ,  vowed t h a t  congress  would provide  whatever l e g i s l a ­
t i o n  was necessa ry  to  c o n t r o l .  " .  . . ( t h i s )  r e v o lu t io n a r y  and 
f r i g h t e n i n g  new development in the  communications f i e l d "  (Westin,  1968, 
p .  282).  While James Vicary  argued t h a t  he " .  . .expected a few b u r s t s  
from the  eggheads,  but not t h i s "  ( A dve r t i s ing  Age, December 23, 1957, 
p.  3 ) .  Aldous Huxley,  in h is  book Brave New World R ev i s i t ed  (1958) 
s a id  t h a t  l e g i s l a t i o n  should be passed ".  . . p r o h i b i t i n g  the  use of 
sub l im ina l  p r o j e c t i o n  in p u b l ic  p laces  or on t e l e v i s i o n  screens"  (p.  
9 0 ) .  Again, Vicary responded by saying t h a t  "we have a freedom to  
communicate", and " i f  we ge t  in to  a h a s s l e  (with  l e g i s l a t i o n )  w e ' l l  go 
to  the  Supreme Court" (T a le se ,  1958, p. 59).
Vicary was aware t h a t  any proposal of t o t a l  p r o h i b i t i o n  would 
p robably  be in v i o l a t i o n  of the  f i r s t  amendment. However, a t o t a l  ban 
would be much e a s i e r  to  en fo rce  than a r e g u l a t i o n  over con ten t  and p l a ­
cement.  I f  a t o t a l  ban could be passed ,  and Goodkin and P h i l l i p s  have 
argued t h a t  " .  . . f o r b id d in g  subliminal communication a l t o g e t h e r  may be
c o n s t i t u t i o n a l l y  j u s t i f i e d "  (p .  1133). The magnitude of a d m in i s t r a t i v e
problems with r e g u l a t i n g  s p e c i f i c  uses would be e l im in a te d .
L e g i s l a t i o n  t h a t  d i s c r im in a te d  between d i f f e r e n t  uses of subliminal
t echno logy ,  based on c o n te n t ,  would put too much of  a burden on the
a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  body r e s p o n s ib l e  f o r  e x e r c i s i n g  the  law, in a d d i t io n  to  
p u t t i n g  too much power in the  hands of the  in d iv id u a l s  who make the
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f i n a l  d e c i s i o n s .  I t  i s  obvious t h a t  th e r e  are  some s o c i a l l y  d e s i r a b l e  
uses  of subl imina l  techno logy ,  a t o t a l  ban,  or a ban r e l a t i n g  to  con­
t e n t  may have the  e f f e c t  of reducing some of t h e se  b e n e f i t s  (Westin,  
1968).
Goodkin and P h i l l i p s  (1981) ,  a f t e r  a thorough d i s c u s s io n  of these  
i s s u e s ,  concluded t h a t  " the  optimal s o lu t io n  i s  a l e g i s l a t i v e  r e q u i r e ­
ment t h a t  u se r s  of sub l imina l  dev ices  d i s c l o s e  t h e i r  use of such d e v i ­
ces  and the  p r e c i s e  co n ten t  of the  message communicated. . . t o  the  
e x t e n t  t h a t  the  s t a t u t e  i s  e n fo r c e a b le ,  commercial u se r s  of the  device  
w i l l  be h e s i t a n t  to  use a message t h a t  may offend t h e i r  c l i e n t e l e .  
Indeed,  t h i s  i s  the  most powerful a spec t  of t h i s  r e l a t i v e l y  innocuous 
s t a t u t o r y  scheme of d i s c l o s u r e "  (pp.  1138 and 1140).
PUBLIC PERCEPTIONS OF SUBLIMINAL COMMUNICATION
Despite  a lack of conc lus ive  evidence on the  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  of 
marketing subl imina l  communication, th e  p o p u l a r i t y  of r e c e n t  books on 
th e  s u b je c t  i n d i c a t e . t h a t  p ub l ic  p e rcep t io n s  of the  phenomenon may be 
s u b s t a n t i a l l y  d i f f e r e n t ,  e s p e c i a l l y  in the  case of p r i n t  embeds.
Wilson Bryan Key has w r i t t e n  t h r e e  b e s t  s e l l i n g  books on the  t o p i c .
The f i r s t ,  Subliminal  Seducat ion (1973),  has sold over one m i l l i o n  
c o p ie s .  I t  was followed by Media S e x p lo i t a t i o n  (1976) ,  s a l e s  of 
330,000, and most r e c e n t l y ,  The Claim P la t e  Orgy (1980) ,  with s a l e s  in 
excess  of 200,000 cop ies  (Habers t roh ,  1984). Key cla ims t h a t  adver­
t i s i n g  agenc ies  and m anufacturers  c o n s i s t e n t l y  employ symbolic su b l im i ­
nal embeds in every th ing  from l iq u o r  ads to  the  d ie s  used to  stamp out 
"R i tz"  c ra ck e rs  (Key, 1976).  According to  Key, subliminal embedding is  
a techn ique  whereby e r o t i c ,  death or o th e r  symbols are  blended in to  the
ad i l l u s t r a t i o n .  The i n t e n t i o n  i s  to  arouse  subconscious emotional 
re sponses  t h a t  w i l l  in some way connect with the  supra l im ina l  s t imulus  
o f  th e  ad, provoking the  viewer in to  purchas ing  the  p roduc t .  Only one 
s tudy  has been conducted t h a t  d i r e c t l y  addresses  the  concept of s u b l i ­
minal embeds in a d v e r t i s i n g .  Kel ly  (1979) used a convenience sample of 
c o l l e g e  s tu d en t s  to  t e s t  the  in f lu en ce  of embeds on unaided brand 
r e c a l l .  He used ads t h a t  Key had s p e c i f i c a l l y  s ing led  out as having 
embedded messages f o r  the  exper imental  a d v e r t i s i n g  v e h ic l e ,  and 
" s i m i l a r "  ads co n ta in in g  no embeds fo r  the  con t ro l  v e h ic l e .  Kelly  
concluded h i s  f i n d i n g s  with the  fo l lowing o b s e r v a t io n ,  "A p o r t f o l i o  of 
ads c o n ta in in g  sub l im ina l  embeds did not produce s i g n i f i c a n t l y  g r e a t e r  
r e c a l l  of brands or i l l u s t r a t i o n s  than did normal ads.  An obvious 
e x p lan a t io n  f o r  t h e se  r e s u l t s  i s  t h a t  embedding symbolic images does 
not g en e ra te  any g r e a t e r  s t im ulus  than one would f in d  in normal ads.  
Very p robab ly ,  t h e  t o t a l  impression of an ad i l l u s t r a t i o n  overpowers 
any s t im ulus  c r e a te d  by sug g es t iv e  o b j e c t s  so any d i f f e r e n t i a l  e f f e c t  
between embedded and normal ads has an i n s i g n i f i c a n t  impact on unaided 
r e c a l l "  (p.  23) .  Whether the  use of embeds has an a f f e c t  on purchasing 
behavior  was l e f t  unanswered. Kelly recognized  t h i s  problem with h is  
r e s e a r c h ,  c a l l i n g  f o r  i t s  in c lu s io n  in f u r t h e r  expe r im en ta t io n .  A more 
fundamental  problem with embeds, i s  whether they  can even be c l a s s i f i e d  
as s u b l im in a l .  Key (1976) contends t h a t  the  embeds ac t  more as a 
v i s u a l  than p r i n t  s t im u l i  due to  the  skimming, g l a n c e - l i k e  a t t e n t i o n  
paid  to  magazine ads.  However, i f  s u b j e c t s  are  taugh t  to  look f o r  and 
recogn ize  subl imina l  embeds (without m o d i f ica t io n  of the  p r e s e n t a t i o n )  
th e y  can no longer  be cons idered  s u b l im in a l ,  and by d e f i n i t i o n  (Dixon, 
1981) were never o r i g i n a l l y  s u b l im in a l .
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"Qui te  a p a r t  from the  q u es t io n s  of whether or not t h e r e  are  r e a l l y  
sub l im ina l  embeds in ads or whether they  are  e f f e c t i v e ,  i t  i s  important 
t o  know what the  general  pu b l ic  b e l i e v e s  to  be the  c ase .  This i s  
because people do not a c t  on r e a l i t y ;  r a t h e r ,  they  a c t  on t h e i r  own 
p e rc e p t io n s  of  r e a l i t y "  (Zanot,  e t  a l . ,  1983, p. 40 ) .  There have been 
two surveys  conducted t h a t  have a ttempted to  measure p u b l ic  awareness 
of  sub l imina l  p e r c e p t io n ,  and i t s  use by a d v e r t i s e r s .  The f i r s t  survey 
was adm in is te red  fo l lowing  the  i n t r o d u c t io n  of the  to p i c  to  the  pub l ic  
v ia  James Vicary in the  l a t e  1950s (Westin ,  1968).  The q u e s t i o n n a i r e ,  
adm in is te red  randomly to  324 San Franc isco  r e s i d e n t s ,  asked re sp o n ­
d e n t s :  "Have you heard of the  p o s s i b i l i t y  of us ing a d v e r t i s i n g  on
t e l e v i s i o n  where the  ads would be so dim, or f l a s h ed  so f a s t ,  t h a t  you
would not be aware of t h e i r  being th e re ? "  (Haber, 1959, p. 292).
For ty -one  p e rcen t  of the  responden ts  were aware of the  te ch n iq u e .
Haber considered  t h i s  a high level of awareness compared to  general  
q u e s t i o n s  about c i v i c  i s su e s  or world a f f a i r s . ^  Of th e  informal
r e sp o n d en t s ,  50 p e rcen t  thought i s  was une th ica l  to  use su b l im in a l s  in
a d v e r t i s i n g ,  whi le  67 p e rcen t  sa id  they  would s t i l l  con t inue  to  watch 
t e l e v i s i o n  programs t h a t  con ta ined  s u b l im in a l s .  This led Haber to  the  
conclus ion  t h a t  " the  f a c t  t h a t  h a l f  the  people  who had heard of s u b l i ­
minal a d v e r t i s i n g  thought t h e r e  was nothing  wrong with i t ,  i n s p i t e  of 
th e  t e n o r  of the  c u r r e n t  mass media a t t a c k s  on i t ,  shows t h a t  the  man 
on the  s t r e e t  i s  not so f r i g h t e n e d  of subl imina l  a d v e r t i s i n g  as are  the  
more i n t e l l e c t u a l  w r i t e r s "  (Westin ,  1968, p.  293).
^However, the  wording of the  awareness ques t ion  may be considered  
b ia sed  or l e ad in g .  I t  i s  u n c lea r  whether s im i l a r  language was used f o r  
th e  c i v i c  i s su e /w o r ld  a f f a i r  q u e s t i o n s .
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In 1983, Zanot e t  a l . no t ic ed  th e  apparent  lack of r e s ea rc h  in to  
p u b l ic  p e rc e p t io n s  of s u b l im in a ls  in a d v e r t i s i n g  s ince  Haber 's  s tudy in 
1958. H aber ' s  s tudy measured the  r e s p o n d e n t ' s  awareness and a t t i t u d e s  
towards sub l imina l  s t im u l i  on t e l e v i s i o n .  Zanot e t  al choose to 
measure awareness and a t t i t u d e s  of p r i n t  embeds. The survey was admi­
n i s t e r e d  randomly over the  te lephone  to  207 r e s i d e n t s  of the  
Washington, D.C. m e t ro p o l i t a n  a re a .  Sev en ty -e ig h t  p e rcen t  of the  
responden ts  knew what sub l im ina l  a d v e r t i s i n g  was. Of t h i s  group, 81 
p e rc en t  b e l ieved  sub l imina l  a d v e r t i s i n g  i s  being used in a d v e r t i s i n g ,  
and 58 pe rcen t  b e l iev ed  sub l imina l  a d v e r t i s i n g  to  be success fu l  in 
s e l l i n g  p ro d u c t s .  A d d i t i o n a l l y ,  only about h a l f  of  the  respondents  
b e l ie v ed  the  te chn ique  to  be unaccep tab le ,  u n e t h i c a l ,  and harmful 
(48.9%, 45.4% and 44.9%, r e s p e c t i v e l y ) .  The c o n t r a r y  view was held by 
32.6%, 21.9% and 22.5%. A r e l a t i v e l y  l a rge  p e rcen t  of the  informed 
responden ts  were u n c e r t a i n ;  18.5%, 32.6% and 32.6%. To Zanot,  h i s  f i n ­
dings  r e p r e s e n t  a need f o r  those  in the  a d v e r t i s i n g  f i e l d  to  pay more 
a t t e n t i o n  to  pu b l ic  awareness of  subliminal a d v e r t i s i n g  methods s ince  
" the  in d iv id u a l  most l i k e l y  to  have heard of subl imina l  a d v e r t i s i n g  i s  
w h i te ,  well educated ( a t  l e a s t  some c o l l e g e )  with a r e l a t i v e l y  high 
income (over $20,000 per y e a r ) .  Thus,  the  people who are  aware are  
inc luded  in the  "heavy buying" demographic groups o f t e n  t a r g e t e d  by 
m arke te r s"  (p .  43) .  Zanot may be r i g h t  in t h i s  r e s p e c t ,  however, the  
f i n d i n g s  a lso  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  47+% did not f e e l ,  or were u n c e r t a i n ,  t h a t  
th e  a d v e r t i s e r s  use of subliminal techn iques  would a f f e c t  t h e i r  
purchas ing  behav io r .  This f in d i n g  compares f a v o ra b ly  with the  s tudy by 
Haber, 25 y ea r s  p r e v io u s ly .  I t  would sugges t  t h a t  the  use of su b l im i ­
nal a d v e r t i s i n g  te ch n iq u e s ,  c o n t r a r y  to  Key 's a s s e r t i o n s  and the
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m a j o r i t y  of r e s p o n d e n t ' s  b e l i e f s  in the  Haber and Zanot s t u d i e s ,  i s  not 
a widespread p r a c t i c e .  Habers troh (1984) put i t  t h i s  way, "All of  us,  
of course  "see"  a l l  s o r t s  of  t h in g s  in c lo u d s ,  t r e e s ,  c lo th in g  t e x t u r e ,  
mountain t o p s .  . . b u t  see ing  or pe rce iv in g  something in an a d ' s  
i l l u s t r a t i o n  i s  l i g h t  years  from accus ing an a r t  d i r e c t o r  of the  d e l i ­
b e r a t e  r e touch ing  of t h a t  i l l u s t r a t i o n  f o r  the  purpose of embedding a 
su b l im in a l "  (p .  42) .
ETHICAL ISSUES
The major e t h i c a l  problem regard ing  th e  use of subl imina l  s t im ul i  
t o  in f lu en c e  behav io r  and a t t i t u d e s  i s  i n h e re n t  in the  n a tu re  of the  
phenomenon. When asked,  "Have you been in f luenced  by a subl imina l  
message today?" Most people  would immediately respond n e g a t i v e l y ,  with 
a high degree of con f idence .  U n fo r tu n a te ly ,  a t  p r e s e n t ,  t h e r e  i s  no 
way to  be su re .  The phenomenon i s ,  q u i t e  simply ,  o u t s id e  the  realm of 
consc ious  awareness .  The u l t i m a t e  invas ion  of a p e r s o n ' s  p r iv a c y  i s  
th e  co v e r t  m an ipu la t ion  of h is  mind, the  e x t e n t  to  which t h i s  can be 
cons ide red  'good '  or 'b ad '  depends upon the  con ten t  and subsequent 
e f f e c t  of the  s t i m u l i .  I t  i s  not d i f f i c u l t  to  imagine s t im u l i  t h a t ,  i f  
e f f e c t i v e ,  could s u b s t a n t i a l l y  c o n t r i b u t e  to  th e  s e l f - e x p r e s s e d  values  
of any s o c i e t y .  Few people would argue with a succe ss fu l  subl imina l  
campaign t h a t  reduces  t h e f t ,  smoking, drunk d r i v i n g ,  or drug abuse 
(G ra tz ,  1984).  " Indeed , i t  would appear the  technique  of  product ion  
and communication now in use could make our world v i r t u a l l y  anything we 
d e s i r e  -  a p lace  of happ iness ,  f u l f i l l m e n t ,  and meaningful r e l a ­
t i o n s h i p s "  (Key, 1976, p.  216).  However, the  e t h i c a l  problem s t i l l  
rem ains ,  who would determine  what c o n s t i t u t e s  a s o c i a l l y  d e s i r a b l e  
message?
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Research has shown t h a t  subl imina l  communication i s  most e f f e c t i v e  
when the  audience i s  in a pass ive  s t a t e  of r e c e p t i v i t y  (Dixon, 1981). 
Would t h i s  lead  to  i n t e n t i o n a l  priming of consc ious  s t a t e s  of awareness 
in an e f f o r t  to  in c re a s e  th e  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  of the  s t i m u l i ' s  p r e s en ­
t a t i o n ?  What a d d i t i o n a l  and unmeasurable p sycho log ica l  e f f e c t s  could a 
p a r t i c u l a r  message have upon s e l e c t  in d iv id u a l s ?  While th e se  ques t ions  
may be solved as the  f i n d i n g s  from c u r r e n t  s t u d i e s  i n to  the  r e l a ­
t i o n s h i p  between the  consc iousness  and subconsc iousness  become 
a v a i l a b l e ;  th e  c u r r e n t  s t a t e  of unders tand ing  i s  too  incomplete  to  
a llow subl imina l  technology  to  be used in any s i t u a t i o n  t h a t  i s  not 
e x p r e s s ly  unders tood by the  s u b j e c t .
In a 1984 s tudy by Habers t roh ,  a r t  d i r e c t o r s  of 100 a d v e r t i s i n g  
a g e n c ie s ,  s e l e c t e d  from the  s tandard  d i r e c t o r y  of a d v e r t i s i n g  agenc ies ,  
were mailed q u e s t i o n n a i r e s  designed to  a sse ss  the  e x t e n t  of subliminal 
use in a d v e r t i s i n g .  For ty -seven  usab le  responses  were r e c e iv e d ,  anony­
mity was promised. F o r t y - f i v e  respondents  never p laced  a subl imina l  in 
an ad, 44 had never superv ised  the  placement of a sub l im ina l  in an ad, 
and 43 had no personal knowledge of i t  ever  having been done. Two of 
th e  respondents  had placed a sub l imina l  in an a d v e r t i s e m e n t ,  two 
re spondents  had superv ised  a placement ,  and t h r e e  responden ts  had p e r ­
sonal knowledge of someone e l s e  p lac ing  a sub l imina l  message in an 
a d v e r t i s e m e n t .  The remaining responses  were 'no o p i n i o n 1. One of the  
re sponden ts  who in d i c a t e d  t h a t  she had d e l i b e r a t e l y  placed  a s u b l im i ­
nal in an adver t i sem en t  had the  fo l lowing  comment: "All a d v e r t i s i n g  i s
a mix tu re  of product and subl imina l  messages,  i . e . ,  a product with an 
a t t r a c t i v e  person means i f  you use the  p roduc t ,  s u b l im in a l ly  you can 
look l i k e  t h i s ,  f e e l  l i k e  t h i s ,  o r  r e c e iv e  a p o s i t i v e  response  from
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people"  (p .  42 ) .  Although H a b e r s t r o h ' s  survey only considered  a r t  
d i r e c t o r s  and p r i n t  embeds, h i s  f i n d i n g s  c o n f l i c t  with th e  p u b l i c ' s  
pe rc ep t io n  of the  a d v e r t i s i n g  community 's  use of s u b l im in a l s .  One 
e x p lan a t io n  f o r  t h i s  d isc repancy  may be t h a t  the  p r a c t i c e  i s  being 
c a r r i e d  out a b i t  more than H a b e r s t r o h ' s  responden ts  were w i l l i n g  to  
admit f o r  f e a r  of b r ing ing  undue a t t e n t i o n  upon themselves .  Perhaps 
th e  more impor tan t  po in t  i s  t h a t  some a d v e r t i s e r s  are  using  subliminal 
t e c h n iq u e s .
CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
When a l l  the  psycholog ica l  exper im ents  are  considered  in t o t a l ,  
one f i n d s  a b e t t e r  than 3:1 r a t i o  of  p o s i t i v e  vs .  nega t ive  fund ings ,  
suppor t ing  the  concept  of sub l imina l  p e r c e p t i o n .  There are  few areas  
in exper imental  psychology t h a t  can claim such a high level  of success  
(S ilverman,  1983). Even so ,  c r i t i c s  of th e  phenomenon have y e t  to  
f u l l y  accept  the  process  as v a l i d .  They con t inue  to  confuse th e  o p e ra ­
t i o n  of the  phenomenon with t h e i r  i n a b i l i t y  to  a s c e r t a i n  an e f f e c t i v e  
s t im ulus  f o r  e x p e r im en ta t io n .  I t  i s  impor tant  to  remember t h a t  s u b l i ­
minal p e rc ep t io n  does not depend upon th e  i n t e n t i o n a l  p r o j e c t i o n  of any 
s p e c i f i c  s t im u lu s .  On the  c o n t r a r y ,  the  m a jo r i t y  of pe rcep t io n  t h a t  
t a k es  p lace  below the  th re s h o ld  of consc ious  awareness i s  simply the  
r e s u l t  of th e  conscious  m ind 's  i n a b i l i t y  to  p rocess  a l l  th e  c o n sc io u s ly  
a v a i l a b l e  in form at ion  in any given su r round ing .  However, to  be con­
s id e r e d  as be ing subliminal in  co n tex t  of t h i s  d i s c u s s i o n ,  the  s t im u lus  
cannot be one t h a t  the  r e c e i v e r  " .  . .could  be made aware of i f  h is  
a t t e n t i o n  were drawn t o  i t "  (Dixon, 1971, p.  13) .  Obviously,  the  
m a j o r i t y  of subl imina l  pe rcep t io n  t h a t  t a k es  p lace  would not f i t  t h i s
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c r i t e r i o n  as de f ined  by Dixon. T he re fo re ,  th e  q ues t ion  t h a t  i s  most 
im p o r tan t ,  when c o n s id e r in g  the  i n t e n t i o n a l  use of subl imina l  cues in a 
marketing c o n t e x t ,  i s  whether the  psycho log ica l  e f f e c t s  of subliminal 
p e rc ep t io n  t h a t  have been e m p i r i c a l l y  demonstrated  are  a p p l i c a b le  to  an 
a d v e r t i s i n g  environment.  In t h i s  r e g a rd ,  the  fo l lowing  conclus ions  can 
be drawn. . .
° The use of subl imina l  s t i m u l i ,  p resen ted  t a c h i s t o s c o p i c a l l y  
v ia  motion p i c t u r e s  or  t e l e v i s i o n ,  i s  u n l i k e l y  to  be cos t  e f f e c t i v e  
because:  1) I t  i s  impossib le  to  p re sen t  the  s t im u lus  a t  a th re sh o ld
leve l  t h a t  g u a ra n £ s t? T s u b l im in a l i ty  f o r  a l l  v iewers;  2) Indiv idual  s t a ­
t e s  of r e c e p t i v i t y  a re  v a r i a b l e  over t ime and im poss ib le  to  determine 
w i thout  d i r e c t  o b s e r v a t io n ;  3) The lack of c o n t ro l  over  supra l im ina l  
in form at ion  would r e s u l t  in i t  negating the  e f f e c t s  of the  subliminal 
s t im u lu s ;  4) The use of  word s t im ul i  seldom produces responses  t h a t  are  
d i r e c t l y  r e l a t e d  to  the  con ten t  of the  word (p.  7 ) ;  5) The c u r r e n t  
F.C.C. ban on sub l imina l  a d v e r t i s i n g  in t e l e v i s i o n ,  combined with the  
p o t e n t i a l  f o r  r e c o g n i t i o n ,  could c r e a t e  expensive  legal  com pl ica t ions ;  
and 6) The i n a b i l i t y  to  document r e s u l t s  from exposure to  the  su b l im i ­
nal message would p reven t  the  p rocess  from being e f f e c t i v e l y  co s ted .
0 Con tra ry  to  p u b l ic  op in io n ,  a d v e r t i s i n g  agencies  a re  not engaged 
in the  widespread use of subliminal embeds. Although, a t tem pts  have 
been made to  in f lu e n c e  the  a t t i t u d e s  and behav iors  of r e a d e r s  using 
symbolic images embedded in magazine a d v e r t i s em en ts ,  th e  added cos t  of 
the  p ro c e ss ,  t o g e t h e r  with th e  u n c e r t a in t y  surrounding p o s s ib le  
e f f e c t s ,  has prec luded wholesa le  adoption of the  p o l i c y .
° There appears to  be a c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  b a s i s  f o r  the  t o t a l  or p a r ­
t i a l  banning of sub l im ina l  technology but i t  i s  u n l i k e l y  t h a t  t h i s  w i l l
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happen f o r  the  fo l lowing  rea sons :  1) I t  i s  ex t remely  d i f f i c u l t  to
e s t a b l i s h  the  p r e s e n t  degree of use ( the  n a tu re  of the  process  p reven ts  
d e t e c t i o n ) ;  2) There are  severa l  b e n e f i c i a l  uses  of subliminal t e c h ­
nology ( i n v e s t i g a t i o n s  in to  the  d i f f e r e n c e s  between unconscious  and 
consc ious  p r o c e s s e s ) ;  and 3) Adequate lega l  remedy e x i s t s  under t o r t  
law f o r  v ic t im s  of the  cover t  use of  s u b l im in a l s .
° Due to  the  n a tu re  of  the  phenomenon, th e  e t h i c a l  i s su e s  involved 
in i t s  usage are  l i k e l y  to  con t inue  g e n e ra t in g  h o s t i l e  r e a c t i o n s  to  i t s  
accep tance .  Few people appear to  be com for tab le  with  the  idea  t h a t  
they  can be in f luenced  by in fo rm at ion  o u t s id e  t h e i r  realm of consc ious  
p e r c e p t io n .  When subliminal technology  was i n i t i a l l y  unve i led  to  the  
general  p u b l i c ,  fo l lowing  James V i c a r y ' s  exper iments  in 1958, the  
o u tc ry  was so f i e r c e  i t  e f f e c t i v e l y  e l im in a te d  f u r t h e r  re s ea rc h  without 
need of l e g i s l a t i o n .
0 The c u r r e n t  o f f e r i n g s  of  d i r e c t l y  marketed subliminal dev ices  
have not been accompanied by any em pir ica l  re s ea rc h  t h a t  s u b s t a n t i a t e s  
th e  c la ims of m anufac tu re r s .  However, i t  appears t h a t  the  use of t h e se  
p roduc ts  w i l l  a c c e l e r a t e  in  the  near  f u t u r e  f o r  the  fo l lowing  reasons :
1) They appeal to  t e ch n o lo g ica l  hunger of many in d iv id u a l s  seeking help 
with  what they  p e rc e iv e  to  be p e r s o n a l ly  s e n s i t i v e  problems; 2) No laws 
or r e g u l a t i o n s  c u r r e n t l y  e x i s t  t h a t  deal e x c l u s i v e l y  with the  p r i v a t e  
s a l e  of sub l imina l  dev ice s ;  and 3) The m a jo r i t y  of in d iv id u a l s  
compris ing heavy buying groups b e l i e v e  sub l imina l  technology to  be more 
e f f e c t i v e  than the  c u r r e n t  r e sea rc h  f i n d i n g s  i n d i c a t e .
° Evidence f o r  the  p r a c t i c a l  use of subl imina l  i n f lu en c es  in a 
marketing environment i s  s ca rce  and unconvincing . In rega rds  to  the  
c u r r e n t  s t a t e  of r e s e a r c h ,  the  most t h a t  can be hoped f o r  in the
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immediate f u t u r e  i s  the  p o s s i b i l i t y  of  producing p o s i t i v e  a f f e c t i v e  
responses  towards a s p e c i f i c  s t im ulus  (Moore, 1982). In o th e r  words, 
i t  may be p o s s ib l e  to  p rov ide  a s t imulus  t h a t  tends  to  in c re a s e  a r e c i ­
p i e n t s '  p o s i t i v e  f e e l i n g  towards a p a r t i c u l a r  a c t i v i t y  ( d r in k in g ,  
e a t i n g ,  e t c . ) ,  or  s i t u a t i o n  ( s tu d y in g ,  w r i t i n g ,  e t c . ) .  However, i t  i s  
probably  not p o s s ib l e  to  design a s t imulus  t h a t  would in f lu e n c e  a 
complicated  choice  d ea l in g  with brand p re fe re n ce .
0 The major qu es t io n  t h a t  remains unanswered i s  the  degree of 
e f f e c t  t h a t  subconscious  p e rc ep t io n  has upon the  fo rmation  and sub­
sequent a l t e r a t i o n  of a t t i t u d e s ,  b e h av io r s ,  and th e  decis ion-making  
p ro c e s s .  F u r th e r  r e s e a rc h  i n to  the  subconscious  mind and th e  process  
of sub l imina l  p e rc ep t io n  would undoubtedly  provide  a g r e a t e r  
unders tand ing  of the  way in which the  myriad of  in f l u e n c e s  t h a t  i n d i v i ­
dua ls  a re  exposed to  combine to  produce c o g n i t i v e  a c t i v i t y .  I sugges t  
t h a t  the  fo l lowing  d i r e c t i o n s  would be usefu l  avenues of e x p lo r a t i o n  
towards achieving t h i s  goa l :
1) Addit iona l r e s e a rc h  in to  p ub l ic  p e rc ep t io n s  of sub l imina l  p e r ­
c e p t i o n .  From a marketing as well as pyschologica l  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  more 
in form at ion  i s  needed to  dete rmine  how d i f f e r e n t  s u b se t s  of  the  t o t a l  
p o pu la t ion  view th e  concept of subliminal p e r c e p t io n .  This in format ion  
would be va luab le  in a s s e s s in g  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r  f u t u r e  o f f e r i n g s  of 
sub l imina l  technology .  I t  would a l so  aid in de te rm in ing  th e  degree to  
which f u t u r e  re s ea rc h  in to  the  concept of sub l imina l  p e rc ep t io n  w i l l  be 
accep ted .
2) Continued exper im en ta t ion  with c a p t i v e  aud iences .  One of the  
major d i f f i c u l t i e s  encounte red when us ing subliminal techn iques  to  p ro ­
j e c t  in form at ion  i s  th e  c oncu r ren t  e x i s t e n c e  of  sup ra l im ina l  s t i m u l i .
40
By using s i t u a t i o n s  in which o u t s id e  in f lu e n c e s  are  c o n t r o l l e d ,  such as 
a l a b o r a to r y  or  c losed  c lassroom s e t t i n g ,  i t  i s  p o s s ib l e  to  reduce the  
e f f e c t s  of su p ra l im in a l  in form at ion  and c o n ce n t ra t e  on the e f f e c t s  of 
the  subliminal s t im u lu s .
3) Exper im enta tion  with subliminal p e rc ep t io n  and a l t e r n a t e  s t a ­
t e s  of co n sc io u sn ess .  I t  i s  p o s s ib l e  t h a t  the  subconscious  mind has 
access  to  p e rc ep t io n s  and s e n s a t io n s  t h a t  are  seldom shared with the  
co n sc io u sn ess .  Man has a long h i s t o r y  of a l t e r i n g  h i s  s t a t e  of 
consc iousness  in an e f f o r t  to  probe deeper in to  h i s  subconscious  mind. 
I f  one r e j e c t s  the  idea  of  i n h e r i t e d  memory, th e  only  in format ion  t h a t  
th e  a l t e r e d  s t a t e  of consc iousness  could f i n d  would be t h a t  which has 
a l r e ad y  r e g i s t e r e d  in th e  subconsc ious .  There i s  a need f o r  re sea rc h  
to  be conducted on s u b j e c t s  who are  in a l t e r e d  s t a t e s  of  consc iousness  
( i . e . ,  s l e e p in g ,  drugged, m e d i ta t in g )  in o rde r  to  see what changes 
occur in the  sub l imina l  p e rc ep t io n  process  under va ry ing c o n d i t io n s  of 
consc iousness .
4) Experimenta tion in to  the  use of sub l imina l  technology and the  
sub l imina l  p e rc ep t io n  process  as a method of l e a rn in g  complex i n f o r ­
mation.  I t  i s  p o s s ib l e  t h a t  subliminal technology may prove usefu l  as 
an i n s t r u c t i o n a l  aid  in the  t r a d i t i o n a l  c lassroom s e t t i n g .
Research i s  needed to  dete rmine  the  f e a s i b i l i t y  and e f f e c t i v e n e s s  
of varying the  c o n ten t  of the  cue in order  to  p re s en t  a continued flow 
of new in fo rm a t io n .
5) Timing and Thresho ld .  Research in t h i s  a rea  needs to  be con­
t in u e d  in an e f f o r t  t o  f u r t h e r  document in d iv id u a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  in 
th r e s h o ld  and r e t e n t i o n  a b i l i t y .
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6) In t e rv a l  and E x ten t .  Research in to  the e f f e c t s  of  p r e s e n ­
t a t i o n  i n t e r v a l  on in d iv id u a l  s u b j e c t s  would c l e a r  up some of the  
c o n t ro v e r s y  surrounding  exposure v a r i a t i o n s .  For example, B ecke r ' s  
"black box" has used exposure l e v e l s  ranging from 2,000 to  9,000 t imes 
per hour -  without documentation as to  how, i f  a t  a l l ,  the  pe rcep t io n  
p rocess  v a r i e d .
7) Content .  Exper im enta tion  in t h i s  a rea  i s  needed in o rde r  to  
e s t a b l i s h  e f f e c t i v e  cues t h a t  r e l a t e  to  subconscious  p r e d i s p o s i t i o n s .  
For example,  "Destroy mother" has proven to  be an e f f e c t i v e  cue in i t s  
in tended  a p p l i c a t i o n  whi le  "Eat Hershey 's  choco la te"  has no t .
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